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     This thesis focuses on John Chrysostom’s discursive use of ancient medico-philosophical 
theories of optics in his homilies on the saints. In his homilies on Saints Meletius, Babylas, 
Julian, Drosis, Ignatius, and the Maccabean Martyrs, inter alia, Chrysostom uses technical 
optical terminology and concepts to describe the psycho-somatic benefits of the saints’ relics 
upon those who merely look at them. By drawing on cultural assumptions about how bodies and 
visual perception function, Chrysostom attempts to convince his listeners that going to the 
shrines and viewing the relics will bring them physical and emotional benefits. Using the optical 
theories of Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, and Galen, Chrysostom describes the material transfer of 
the relics’ power through the visual process, which was more material and less mind-body 
dualistic than modern theories of vision. Chrysostom describes the bodies of the saints as 
containers of undiminishing power, which is transferred across space to strike the eyes of 
viewers, enter their minds, and form impressions on their souls, much as optic theorists described 
the physiological process by which the colors and qualities of visible objects acted upon the 
bodies of those who looked at them. These material interactions result in demonstrable 
emotional, bodily, and behavioral alterations that render a person more visibly Christian within 
their religious landscape. Thus, Chrysostom uses optics to construct the embodied sanctity of 
people, places, and communities in the midst of Antiochene and Constantinopolitan religious 
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competition. Rather than making the power of the saints’ relics a matter of belief, Chrysostom 
appeals to sensory perception as a vehicle for religious experience, thus assuring his audience 
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     John Chrysostom’s homilies have received meager scholarly attention in proportion to the 
vast number of them that are extant.1 In particular, scholars have hardly begun to explore the 
intersection of John’s homilies on the saints with embodiment and sensory studies. In this thesis, 
I attempt to fill this gap by exploring the relationship between Chrysostom’s descriptions of 
visual piety in these festal homilies and ancient theories of optics. I argue that John Chrysostom 
discursively constructs the embodied sanctity of people, places, and communities in the midst of 
religious competition by employing psycho-physiological theories of optical perception that 
involve physical alteration and material transfer between the relics of the saints and their 
viewers. By appealing to cultural assumptions about vision, Chrysostom assures his listeners that 
they can know with their bodies that God’s power works through the saints’ material remains.   
     Chrysostom’s homilies on the saints have recently become fully available to the English-
speaking world in three translated volumes.2 They are therefore ripe for analysis as a distinct 
corpus of texts exhibiting the theory and practice surrounding the cults of the saints in late 
fourth-century Antioch and Constantinople. The only monograph that gives a sustained treatment 
 
1For a comprehensive overview of research on John Chrysostom’s homilies, see Wendy Mayer, The Homilies of 
John Chrysostom: Provenance. Reshaping the Foundations. Rome: Pontificium Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 
2003. 
 
2Wendy Mayer and Pauline Allen, eds. and trans., John Chrysostom (New York: Routledge, 2000); John Leemans, 
Wendy Mayer, Pauline Allen, and Boudewijn Dehandschutter, eds. and trans., “Let Us Die That We May Live”: 
Greek Homilies on Christian Martyrs from Asia Minor, Palestine and Syria (c. AD 350-450) [New York: Routledge, 
2003]; Wendy Mayer, ed. and trans., St. John Chrysostom: The Cult of the Saints (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 




of these homilies (produced before they were translated) is that of G. G. Christo.3 In this book, 
Christo details the ways in which John describes the martyrs’ relics as defeating the devil, 
imparting spiritual and physical benefits to their venerators, and being used as altars for the 
liturgy. He notes John’s tendency to claim that “The power that emanates from these relic cases 
and tombs is so great that the one who visits them is benefitted by simply looking at them.”4 
Christo adeptly notes the divine power with which John thinks that the relics of the saints are 
imbued and how “the sight of the martyr’s coffin penetrates into the [person’s] soul, dominates 
it, elevates it, and makes it ready for virtue.”5 He does not, however, incorporate theories of 
perception or recognize the importance of bodies in John’s ideas, both of which can help the 
reader move beyond description and toward an analysis of John’s purpose in using such 
language. 
     Scholars of Chrysostom’s homilies have been highly interested in two topics, both of which 
are relevant to this thesis: John’s use of medico-philosophical6 ideas in his preaching and his 
rhetorical interaction as a preacher with his audience. To begin with the first topic, several essays 
have argued for John’s familiarity with medico-philosophical knowledge and his use of it in his 
preaching to produce embodied effects in his listeners. Wendy Mayer has argued that rather than 
seeing Chrysostom as a theologian, we should observe that he probably saw himself as a 
“Christian philosopher and psychagogue” partaking of a longstanding Hellenistic tradition that 
 
3G. G. Christo, Martyrdom According to John Chrysostom: “To Live is Christ, To Die is Gain,” (Lewiston, NY: 
Mellon University Press, 1997).  
4Christo, Martyrdom, 145. 
 
5For Christo’s discussion of relics in particular, see Martyrdom, 120-54  
 
6I use the term “medico-philosophical” in light of Philip J. van der Eijk, Medicine and Philosophy in Classical 
Antiquity: Doctors and Philosophers in Nature, Soul, Health and Disease (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), where he demonstrates that the boundary between medicine and philosophy was largely non-existent in 




attempted to use words to lead souls away from erroneous pathoi toward healing and happiness.7 
Others have examined John’s deployment of Galenic cerebral and neural theory as a framework 
for ecclesiastical authority and communal moral behavior,8 as well as his notions about the soul, 
brain, perception, and the mind in relation to his pedagogical theory.9 Blake Leyerle has also 
demonstrated his use of Galen, Hippocrates, and Aristotle in his pastoral efforts at grief 
consolation.10 Chrysostom’s medico-philosophical knowledge and his use of various works on 
physiology are thus readily apparent but have received scant analysis so far. 
     Scholars have also explored Chrysostom’s homilies as sources with which to analyze late 
ancient preacher-audience interaction, a topic that has sparked some debate. Some have argued 
that, because John frequently admonishes the behavior of his congregants and attempts to correct 
their erroneous habits, Antiochene Christians were simply at odds with their preacher on the 
manner of appropriate Christian behavior or understood religious allegiance in a different way 
from John.11 James Cook, on the other hand, has questioned this tendency to use John’s homilies 
 
7Wendy Mayer, "Shaping the Sick Soul: Reshaping the Identity of John Chrysostom,” pp. 140-64 in Christians 
Shaping Identity from the Roman Empire to Byzantium: Studies Inspired by Pauline Allen (Leiden: Brill, 2015).   
See also Mayer "The Persistence in Late Antiquity of Medico-Philosophical Psychic Therapy," JLA 8 (2015): 337-
351. David Rylaarsdam, John Chrysostom on Divine Pedagogy: The Coherence of his Theology and Preaching 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 2-4 and James Daniel Cook, Preaching and Popular Christianity: Reading 
the Sermons of John Chrysostom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 84-5 have both notably argued that 
Mayer’s conclusion delineates too sharply between philosophy, theology, and moral formation in antiquity, 
however; they argue that Chrysostom’s project need not be limited to a certain category of thought.  
 
8Jessica Wright, “Brain, Nerves, and Ecclesial Membership in John Chrysostom,” pp. 361-409 in Chris L. De Wet 
and Wendy Mayer, eds. Revisioning John Chrysostom: New Approaches, New Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2019).  
 
9K. Danassis von Antonios, Johannes Chrysostomos: Pädagogisch-Psychologische Ideen in Seinem Werk (Bonn: 
Boundier Verlag Herbert Grundmann, 1971). 
 
10Blake Leyerle, "The Etiology of Sorrow and its Therapeutic Benefits in the Preaching of John Chrysostom,” JLA 
(2015): 368-85. 
 
11See Jaclyn Maxwell, Christianization and Communication in Late Antiquity: John Chrysostom and his 
Congregation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 144-68 and Isabella Sandwell, Religious Identity in 
Late Antiquity: Greeks, Jews, and Christians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).   
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as a source of sociological analysis, since his homilies are rhetorically shaped by the standards of 
paideia, psychagogy, and biblical models and therefore may not reflect the reality of his 
congregations.12 
     Following Cook, my study will not attempt to make claims about the actual effects of John’s 
preaching on his audience. We simply do not have sources from his listeners, nor can we rely on 
John’s rhetorical assessment of them as an accurate representation. What all scholars do agree 
on, however, is that John at least made a concerted effort to change his audience’s behaviors 
through his preaching, which I build upon in this thesis.13 Jaclyn Maxwell has argued that John’s 
Antiochene audiences likely had a general familiarity with basic philosophical principals, which 
he appears to assume and utilize in his sermons.14 His use of optics would suggest at least a basic 
knowledge about vision among his listeners that John could put to use in his homiletic counsel. I 
will therefore demonstrate how John used embodied knowledge and knowledge about how 
bodies worked, specifically visual perception, in an effort to produce certain behaviors and 
sentiments in his listeners.  
     Several scholars have recognized the importance of ancient theories of optics in analyses of 
early Christian ritual, theology, and ethical discourse.15 Blake Leyerle has written an illuminating 
 
12Cook, Preaching and Popular Christianity.  
 
13In addition to Maxwell, Sandwell, and Cook, see also David Rylaarsdam, John Chrysostom on Divine Pedagogy: 
The Coherence of his Theology and Preaching (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 228-82 for his analysis of 
John’s use of corporeal imagery and sensory rhetoric as a means of synkatabasis, or adaptation, of higher truths and 
divine knowledge to humans in order to alter their behavior.  
 
14Maxwell, Christianization and Communication, 111-2.  
 
15Studies include Margaret Miles, “The Eye of the Body and the Eye of the Mind in Saint Augustine’s ‘De trinitate’ 
and ‘Confessions,’” JR 63 (1983): 125-142; Vasiliki Limberis, “The Eyes Infected with Evil: Basil of Caesarea’s 
Homily, ‘On Envy’,” HTR 84 (1991): 163-84; Robert S. Nelson, “To Say and To See: Ekphrasis and Vision in 
Byzantium,” pp. 143-68 in Robert S. Nelson, ed. Visuality Before and Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others 
Saw (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); Georgia Frank, The Memory of the Eyes: Pilgrims to Living 
Saints in Christian Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Glenn Peers, “Object Relations: 
Theorizing the Late Antique Viewer,” pp. 970-93 in Scott Fitzgerald Johnson, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Late 
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article entitled “John Chrysostom on the Gaze,” in which she analyzes John’s discursive use of 
optics in urging male and female ascetics not to cohabitate, noting Plato, Empedocles, and 
Aristotle as potential sources. Since eros is transferred through the eyes, she says, John claims 
that the men are struck with pleasure produced by the gap between themselves and the feminine 
object, whereas the women experience a type of sexual penetration by gazing at the men. The 
full implication of John’s words—namely, their embodied effects and his attempts to regulate 
bodies and spaces—would not be realized without incorporating a knowledge of optical theories; 
rather, his words might be taken as simply metaphorical. 
     Patricia Cox Miller has also contributed to the study of late ancient Christian visual piety, 
although with little attention to the physiology of perception. Honing in on the late ancient 
“material turn,” she argues that Christians increasingly viewed the material world, especially 
relics, as a site of access to the divine. Christian homilists employed forms of writing that 
“blur[red] the distinction between reader and text by appealing to the reader’s sensory 
imagination.”16 Authors employed “pictorial theatricality,” “visceral seeing,” and ekphrasis as 
techniques by which their audience’s “intellect was materially engaged.”  By taking on a “visual 
and tactile presence” through the preacher’s commentary, the relics “elicit either a corporeal 
response or a synaesthetic response requiring the reader to sense something that cannot strictly or 
 
Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012);  Jennifer Eyl, “Why Thekla Does Not See Paul: Visual 
Perception and the Displacement of Eros on the Acts of Paul and Thekla,” pp. 3-20 in Marilia P. Futre Pinheiro, 
Judith Perkins, and Richard Pervo, eds., The Ancient Novel and Early Christian and Jewish Narrative: Fictional 
Intersections (Groningen: Barkhaus, 2012); Robin Jensen, “Visuality,” pp. 309-343 in Barbette Stanley Spaeth, ed.,  
The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Mediterranean Religions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); 
and Emily Cain, “Tertullian’s Precarious Panopticon: A Performance of Visual Piety,” JECS 27 (2019): 611-633.  
 
16Patricia Cox Miller, The Corporeal Imagination: Signifying the Holy in Late Ancient Christianity (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 8 and 31. See also Susan Ashbrook Harvey, "Locating the Sensing Body: 
Perception and Religious Identity in Late Antiquity,” pp. 140-162 in David Brakke, Michael L. Satlow, and Steven 




literally be seen, namely, divine energy in action in the world.”17 In another article, Miller shows 
that, although Chrysostom differentiates between two kinds of seeing—physical and spiritual—
he thinks that “physical sight cooperates in endowing the soul with a set of mental spectacles, as 
it were, with which to envision the saint, and the fleshly eye . .  also cooperates in bringing back 
to mind the storytelling spectacle.”18 Language, according to Miller, thus activates the senses and 
mind to enable the listeners’ experience of proximity to the sacred and the divine.  
     Miller laudably privileges sensory rhetoric and embodied knowledge over theology and ideas 
to explain Christian encounters with the saints. But despite her attention to bodies and senses, 
Miller does not often appeal to ancient notions of sensory perception. She posits that 
Chrysostom’s use of intromissionist optics differs from Augustine’s extramissionist model and 
that this creates different discourses for each author; but she fails to elaborate on how such 
models of visual perception make sense of the homilists’ emphasis on the physical and emotional 
effects of their visual rhetoric.19  Rather, she tends to retain language reflecting modern mind-
body, immaterial-material dualism, claiming that these homilists “worked to subdue potential 
dichotomies between body and spirit, earth and heaven, material and immaterial, by setting in 
motion an aesthetic play between planes of reality, a play, that is, with boundaries that are only 
apparently discreet.”20 But what if these dichotomies denote different distinctions and 
 
17Miller, The Corporeal Imagination, 8-15. See also Rylaarsdam, 231-43 for a similar analysis of John’s rhetorical 
imagery.  
 
18Patricia Cox Miller, “Relics, Rhetoric, and Mental Spectacles in Late Antiquity,” p. 27 in Giselle de Nie, Karl F. 
Morrison, and Marco Mostert, eds., Seeing the Invisible in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2005). Several other scholars have noted the cooperation between physical and spiritual sight in John’s 
works, which differs from thinkers such as Origen who see the two in competition: Georgia Frank, “Taste and See: 
The Eucharist and the Eyes of Faith in the Fourth Century,” Church History 70 (2001):630-7 and Rylaarsdam, 245-
6;  
 
19Miller, “Relics, Rhetoric . . .”, 27-29.  
 
20Miller, The Corporeal Imagination, 10. 
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associations for modern readers than they did for late ancient Christians? As this thesis will 
show, an engagement with ancient theories of optics makes such ontological distinctions less 
stark among ancient thinkers and situates Chrysostom’s sensory rhetoric firmly within materialist 
theories of perception.  
     A more useful framework for this study is Jennifer Glancy’s Corporeal Knowledge: Early 
Christian Bodies. Glancy’s work starts with a series of questions: “What stories do . . . bodies 
tell? What secrets do they know? How do they give birth to theological discourse?”21 Using 
Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and Linda Martin Alcoff’s work on embodied social identity, 
Glancy conducts case studies to show how socially learned, embodied knowledge of corporeal 
appearance and comportment both produces and is reflected in discourses about bodies among 
early Christians. That is, knowledge about embodied social identity rendered statements about 
Christian bodies highly meaningful for their audiences, and we can recover some of that meaning 
by contextualizing them within Greco-Roman discourses about bodies. My study will follow 
Glancy’s adoption of habitus, using ancient theories of visual perception as the socially-learned, 
embodied knowledge that provides the context for Chrysostom’s optical discourse. Not only is a 
knowledge of optics reflected in Chrysostom’s homilies, but it also produced and shaped much 
of his discourse about the relics’ efficacy. Aware of how his audience experienced visual 
perception with their bodies, Chrysostom attempted to produce not only meaning, but also 
certain emotional and bodily effects in his listeners.  
     There was a diverse spectrum of optical theories by the fourth century, and each theory is best 
treated as a unique production. There were, generally speaking, however, extramissionist 
theories, which argue that rays proceed from the eye to touch visible objects, and intromissionist 
 
21Jennifer Glancy, Corporeal Knowledge: Early Christian Bodies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 14. 
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theories, which propose that particles or impressions travel toward and enter the eye. These two 
basic conceptions of vision, and combinations of them, appear in four major optical theories of 
Antiquity (which do not constitute an exhaustive list): Platonic extramissionist (a stream of fiery 
particles proceeding from the eye and striking the rays proceeding from visible objects), 
Aristotelian intromissionist (forms travelling through material air and impressing the eye), 
Epicurean atomist (films of atoms emanating from object to eye), and Galenic (cerebral pneuma 
proceeding from eye and being impressed by forms of objects travelling through air).22 Each of 
these theories is psycho-physiological and materialist in its description, as I have avoided the 
geometrically oriented theories of Euclid and others. This thesis does not aim to give a full 
treatment of ancient optics in general, nor of any theory in particular. Rather, I introduce various 
theorists and their vocabulary as they are relevant for explaining the optical language that 
Chrysostom uses in his homilies on the saints.  
     The primary concepts one must understand about the science of optics before embarking on this 
study are that ancient optical theories were less mind-body dualistic and more materialist than 
modern optics. Philip Thibodeau explains that modern scientists split the study of optics between 
the study of the behavior of light and the neurological or cognitive study of how light is processed 
through the nerves into data perceivable by the brain. When ancient philosophers and doctors 
theorized vision, on the other hand, “they saw it as their first task to identify how [the] sense organ 
 
22For an overview of these theories, see Mark A. Smith, From Sight to Light: The Passage from Ancient to Modern 
Optics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 20015), 23-254; K. Machamer and Robert G. Turnbull, eds., Studies 
in Perception: Interrelations in the History of Philosophy and Science (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1987), chs. 1-4; and Philip Thibodeau, “Ancient Optics: Theories and Problems of Vision,” pp. 130-44 in Georgia L. 





and object of sensation connect.”23 Scientists arrived at the modern approach through a long and 
complex process, of course, but there are a couple notable figures who aided in this transition. 
Whereas ancient optical theories made it their business to discern how particles or impressions 
produced material effects on the body and eventually affected the mind, in the seventeenth century 
Johannes Kepler, having made a major breakthrough by theorizing the inverted and reversed image 
projected on the retina, could not explain how that image was then perceived as upright by the 
brain. So he excluded everything that happened after the inverted image was produced on the 
retina from the field of optics.24 Combined with Descartes’ notion that the body is simply a 
physiological mechanism through which the mind perceives and interprets impulses, this made for 
a more dualistic theory of visual perception than the processual approach of ancient thinkers.25 
Furthermore, the gradual shift in conceptions about light’s function in vision--from a transparent 
enabler to the object of vision itself—caused scientists increasingly to turn away from ideas about 
impressions, films, and color particles transferred through the air and toward abstract geometric 
theories of vision.26 All this to say, my goal is to interpret Chrysostom’s optical references as the 
physical, material realities that they were to ancient people.  
 
23Thibodeau, “Ancient Optics,” 130-1. For a twentieth-century theorization of sight that argues for the lack of 
interaction between object and viewer, see Hans Jonas, “The Nobility of Sight,” Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 14 (1954): 507-19.  
 
24David C. Lindberg, Theories of Vision from Al-Kindi to Kepler (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 202-
5.  
 
25Dallas G. Denery, Seeing and Being Seen in the Later Medieval World: Optics, Theology and Religious Life 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 91; Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in 
Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 80-2. Van der Eijk, Medicine 
and Philosophy, 26-7 notes that, beginning with Hippocrates, many theories of cognition do not distinguish sharply 
between mind and body, and that many conceive of the soul as subject to physical affection.  
 




     Two corpora of sources form the foundation of this study. The first is the body of extant 
homilies preached by John Chrysostom on the feast days of various saints. These include his 
homilies on Saints Babylas, Julian, the Holy Martyrs, Pelagia,27 the Martyrs, the Homily Delivered 
After the Remains of the Martyrs,28 Barlaam, Juventinus and Maximus, Drosis, All the Martyrs, 
the Holy Martyrs (another), Meletius, Ignatius, the Maccabees, Eleazar, Phocas, and the Egyptian 
Martyrs,29 along with and his Discourse on Babylas.30 John preached most of these homilies in 
Antioch and likewise wrote the Discourse on Babylas there in the midst of intense religious 
competition: a three-way schism among two Nicene factions and one Homoian group, Christian-
pagan hostilities catalyzed by Julian’s interference in Antiochene religious politics, and rivalry 
with the Jews who continued to thrive in the city.31 The homilies on Phocas, After the Relics, and 
possibly Eleazar were products of his time in Constantinople, where sacred space was being 
swiftly reconfigured due to its urbanization and Christianization.32 Evidence for the provenance of 
the homilies on Barlaam, All the Martyrs, and the Egyptian Martyrs is inconclusive. John preached 
these homilies in various churches, with different audiences, sometimes in the presence of relics, 
 
27For the English translations of these four homilies, see Leemans et al., “Let Us Die That We May Live.” The 
Greek text of all John’s homilies can be found in the Patrologia Graeca in the volumes and columns indicated in 
their English translations.  
 
28For the English translations of these two, see Mayer and Allen, John Chrysostom. 
 
29For the English translations of these, see Mayer, St. John Chrysostom: The Cult of the Saints. 
 
30For the English translation, see John Chrysostom, Apologist, trans. Margaret A. Schatkin (Washington, D. C.: 
Catholics University of America Press, 1985). For the Greek text with French translation, see Margaret A. Schatkin, 
Cecile Blanc, and Bernard Grillet, eds., Discours sur Babylas (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1990).  
 
31For brief sketches of the religious, political, and spatial dynamics of this period, see Christine Shepardson, 
Controlling Contested Places: Late Antique Antioch and the Spatial Politics of Religious Controversy (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2014), 11-29 and Wendy Mayer, “Antioch and the Intersection between Religious 
Factionalism, Place, and Power in Late Antiquity,” pp. 257-82 in Andrew Cain and Noel Lenksi, eds., The Power of 
Religion in Late Antiquity (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009). 
 




sometimes referring to relics outside of the city, and sometimes when the Antiochenes possessed 
no relics at all. In light of Wendy Mayer’s insistence on the varying audiences and spaces of John’s 
preaching, I will contextualize each of these homilies in its physical and rhetorical setting 
throughout my analysis.33   
     My second body of texts comprises ancient philosophical and medical discourses on optics: 
Plato’s Timaeus and Theaetetus, Aristotle’s De sensu et sensibilia, De anima, and De memoria et 
reminiscentia, Ptolemy’s Optics, Epicurus’ Letter to Herodotus, Lucretius’ De rerum natura, 
Galen’s De usu partium and On the doctrines of Hippocrates and Plato, Plotinus’ Enneads, and 
Theophrastus’ On sensation. I do not assume that John Chrysostom read or was deeply familiar 
with all of these works.34 Rather, I posit that his optical vocabulary shows at least a basic 
acquaintance with theories of optics that were part of the common idiom of his day. He thus 
employed them eclectically to construct the sanctity of his congregations in terms of visual 
perception. I will locate Chrysostom’s use of psycho-physiological optic terminology, along with 
his use of sensory rhetoric, matching it up with similar ideas and vocabulary in these ancient optic 
theorists to show his sustained and conscious use of theories of vision throughout his homilies.  
     I have divided my analysis into three chapters. The first will explain what kind of power John 
and his congregants wish to engage as it resides within the relics of the saints. Chrysostom’s 
language of containment to characterize holy bodies indicates that the power within the relics is a 
material presence that can take up space and move. I will explain how his descriptions of this 
 
33Wendy Mayer, “The Dynamics of Liturgical Space Aspects of Interaction between John Chrysostom and His 
Audiences,” Ephemerides Liturgicae 111 (1997): 104-15 
 
34Of the authors and works in this list, Chrysostomos Baur, John Chrysostom and his time, trans. Sr. M. Gonzaga 
(Westminster, MD: The Newman Press, 1959), 306 claims that John either knows or cites in his works Plato’s 
Timaeus and Theaetetus and that he “naturally” knew Aristotle, whereas others have shown his knowledge of Galen, as 
stated above.  
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power’s behavior and movement fits within the context of Aristotelian and Epicurean perceptual 
theories, as well as within general conceptions about color. The second chapter is the most 
technical, focusing on special visual terminology from a variety of ancient philosophers and 
physicians to describe the way in which sight “strikes” the eyes of viewers, and how viewers 
“receive” the impressions and qualities of visible objects. Just as the visual process entailed a travel 
of matter (or forms through matter) to the eye, Chrysostom describes the experience of viewing the 
saints as a material transfer or contact between the power within the relics and the viewer’s body. 
Finally, chapter three discusses the result of the visual process, the psycho-somatic effects on the 
viewer. I will assert that this is Chrysostom’s ultimate goal in deploying optics, to assure his 
listeners that looking at the relics can change their behavior and emotions to make them more 
recognizably Christian amid a diverse and competitive religious landscape.  
     The contribution of my work derives from its special attention to the physiology of visual 
perception within the context of John’s understudied festal homilies. Scholars have recognized 
John’s discursive efforts to shape and manipulate Christian bodies, his use of sensory rhetoric to 
create bodily and emotional affect, and his deployment of medical knowledge. What no one has yet 
done is demonstrate his pervasive and technical deployment of optics to shape his listeners’ 
embodied visual experience of the saints’ remains. Rather than merely asking them to believe that 
the God’s power works through the relics, John offers a means by which they can know with their 
bodies that the remains of the saints are materially efficacious, elaborated through his appeals to 
the material visual process. The physical and emotional impact of seeing the bodies and ashes of 








CHAPTER 1: HOLY BODIES AS CONTAINERS OF MATERIAL POWER 
 
     The relics, tombs, and bodies of the saints, in the eyes of John Chrysostom, contain power 
within them that can fill, move, transfer, and physically affect. He variously refers to this 
material power as dynamis, energeia, eulogia, thesauron, ta agatha, and marmargurai whereas 
the relics and their tombs are undiminishing thesauroi and pegai. Partaking in a broader tradition 
of the material potency of relics in Late Antiquity, John deploys theories of vision that involve a 
material transfer or contact between object and viewer as a means of conveying this perceived 
reality. In order to situate John Chrysostom’s optical language in the context of ancient 
materialist theories of vision, we must first explore the qualities and behaviors of the “materials” 
John and the optic theorists are talking about. This chapter will analyze the multiple ways in 
which Chrysostom describes the material power that is present in the relics. Chrysostom’s modes 
of articulating the power residing in saints’ remains interact with various aspects of optics that 
shape his larger sensory discourse. Specifically, John weaves together the terms dynamis and 
energeia with Aristotelian perceptual theory; the notion of undiminishing blessings is amenable 
to Epicurean atomism; and his ray and light terminology reflects ancient conceptions of color. 
That holy bodies contain power, blessings, and light within them indicates an assumption of 
these substances’ materiality that Chrysostom shares with the variety of optical theories from 
which he draws. By situating the material power of the relics within optical frameworks, 





Perceiving the Power of Relics in Late Antiquity 
     Chrysostom’s materialist language referring to the relics’ power and to the capacity of the 
relics and tombs to contain it is widespread in his festal sermons. In his homily On the Egyptian 
Martyrs, for example, John calls the bodies of these heroes “treasuries of blessings (τοὺς τῶν 
ἀγαθῶν θησαυρούς)” that are “full (γέμοντες) of myriad treasures,” likening them to holding 
places for money or goods.35 In his homily On the Martyrs, Chrysostom exhorts his listeners to 
make physical contact with the saints’ tombs so as to garner the energy and healing effects that 
are stored up inside them. He exclaims, “Embrace the chests! Nail yourself to the coffin! Not 
only the bones of the martyrs, but also their tombs and their coffins burst with much blessing 
(εὐλογίαν). Take holy oil and anoint your whole body— your tongue, lips, neck, and eyes . . . 
For the oil through its pleasant smell . . . overcomes the ailments of the soul.”36 Again, On Saint 
Drosis displays highly materialist language of containment and efficacy: “To the same extent 
that wealth and gold have no power (ἴσχυει), martyrs’ relics do have power. For while gold has 
never driven away sickness nor put death to flight, the bones of the martyrs have effected 
(εἰργάσατο) both of these things.”37 John clearly conceives of holy bodies and tombs as 
containers for some material force that acts like matter in that it can be enclosed within objects 
and requires physical contact to experience its effects. 
     The idea that the saints’ relics contain some sort of power is not novel to scholars, nor was it 
limited to Chrysostom in Late Antiquity.  Peter Brown’s foundational theorization of the cult of 
 
35In martyres aegyptios 1 (PG 50.693) and 4 (50.697). All English translations of Chrysostom’s homilies are derived 
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the saints describes the praesentia and potentia that late ancient Christians perceived to be in 
relics, and by incorporating anthropological theory into his analysis, he was able to discern the 
material implications of these forces.38 He explains that Christians conceived of a “physical 
presence of the holy” as “God, through his lords the saints, could stretch forth into their midst the 
right hand of healing power.”39 The presence of the saints was a “clean,” holy power, a material 
localization of the sacred that could counteract “unclean” power through healing, exorcising 
demons, and establishing concord.  
     In the most recent monograph devoted to the development of the cult of relics in Late 
Antiquity, Robert Wisniewski takes as his three main topics “the veneration of the bones of the 
saints, . . the belief in their power, and  . . . the ways of contact with them.”40 Although he notes 
that many questions about the material aspects of the cult of relics have not been answered, 
Wisniewski’s reading of previous scholarship and of the late ancient evidence has led him to 
devote large portions of his work to the materialist aspects of relic veneration. Not only did relics 
initially grow in popularity because of their “thaumaturgical (miracle-working) power,” but they 
eventually were thought to protect cities, to effect divination through their physical presence, to 
render blessings through tactile and visual contact, and to be fully present in every fragment of 
their body,41 with all of these motifs appearing repeatedly in Chrysostom’s homilies on the saints 
(except divination).  The power and material efficacy of relics is thus a central topic of inquiry 
among scholars and a widespread notion among late ancient Christians. 
 
38Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of Chicago 
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     Perhaps the most informative late ancient source for understanding the material and 
perceptual aspects of the cult of relics is Victricius of Rouen’s treatise De laude sanctorum, the 
only systematic theological explanation of the cult of relics from this period. While a full 
analysis of this text is beyond the scope of this thesis, some of Victricius’ comments about the 
metaphysical status of the relics and about how humans interact with them must be noted. 
Victricius boldly claims that “blood, after martyrdom, is on fire with the reward of divinity,” and 
so “the Father and the Son have, by the property of their nature, what the saints have by the unity 
of the gift they have received.”42 Indeed, for Victricius, martyrs are “the same as the highest 
power and the absolute and ineffable substance of the godhead . . . by adoption, not by nature.”43 
In other words, the relics of the martyrs, by virtue of adoption, become consubstantial with the 
Trinity. They become—or at least contain—divinity on earth, a point of contact with God. 
Furthermore, because quantity and division do not apply to the godhead, the entirety of the 
divine presence is located not only within each sainted body, but within each fragment of it, such 
that “their healing power is no less in the parts than in the entirety.”44   
     While John Chrysostom does not develop a systematic theology of relics in the same way 
Victricius does, he does similarly describe the relics as conduits of divine power.45 Likewise, his 
language of containment, as we shall see, is like that of Victricius, who says that “he who lives 
 
42Victricius of Rouen, De laude Sanctorum, 8 in Gillian Clark, “Victricius of Rouen, Praising the Saints,” JECS 7 
(1999): 376-99.  
 
43De laude sanctorum, 8. 
 
44De laude sanctorum, 9-10. 
 
45Christo, Martyrdom, 41-4; See Jean-Claude Larchet, "La notion d'energie(s) divine(s) dans l'oeuvre de saint Jean 
Chrysostome,” Philotheos 6 (2006): 173-80 for John’s conception of energeia as the way God condescends and 




[i.e., Christ] is in the relics.”46 For both preachers, this presence manifests itself through physical 
contact, for just as Chrysostom prescribes sight and touch as a means of obtaining the physical 
effects of this power, so Victricius says “I touch fragments; I affirm that in these relics is perfect 
grace and virtue.”47 Similar examples of such materiality and physical efficacy associated with 
the cult of relics abound in Late Antiquity,48 albeit without the metaphysical explanations of 
Victricius, and scholars are aware of this phenomenon, although they have not explored it 
exhaustively. 
     Scholars have posited that such materiality was the result of an epistemological “material 
turn” in the Late Antiquity. Patricia Cox Miller, for example, argues that whereas earlier thinkers 
had privileged inner thought and spiritual knowledge, late ancient Neoplatonists and Christians 
valued the material world as a source of knowledge of the divine, a view that is manifest in the 
Christian cult of relics.49 With this new claim to a world imbued with divine presence came an 
increased emphasis in Christian literature and practice on methods for sensing and physically 
engaging that presence.50 Susan Ashbrook Harvey states that the “valuation of sense perception 
as a mode of religious knowing yielded a vivid sense of the religious self . . . [as] a sensing self: 
 
46De laude sanctorum, 11. 
 
47De laude sanctorum, 11. 
 
48See Wisniewski, The Beginning of the Cult of Relics, 122-58 for examples of the efficacy of touching and seeing 
relics. But see David G. Hunter, “Vigilantius of Calagurris and Victricius of Rouen: Ascetics, Relics, and Clerics in 
Late Roman Gaul,” JECS (1999): 401-30 for controversy over the efficacy and presence of saints in relics in Late 
Antiquity. 
 
49Miller, The Corporeal Imagination, 18-41. See also Miller, "Relics, Rhetoric . . .” and Miller, "Visceral Seeing: 
The Holy Body in Late Ancient Christianity," JECS (2004): 391-411. 
 
50Miller, The Corporeal Imagination, 7-9; Susan Ashbrook Harvey, Scenting Salvation: Ancient Christianity and the 
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what it sensed was God.”51 Touch, taste, smell, sound, and sight were channels of contact with 
the divine and thus became objects of discourse about how to most appropriately use those 
channels.  
     This materialist, perceptual epistemology was such among late ancient Christians, Miller 
claims, that the rhetoric of many late ancient homilists attempts to make perceptible through the 
body—using intense sensory rhetoric—the presence and power of the saints who are only 
physically present through their relics. For Chrysostom in particular, she says that he uses visual 
imagery and metaphors of light “to capture what was visually intractable, the spiritual power 
flowing from bones and ashes.”52 But John’s appeal to sensory rhetoric extends beyond light 
metaphors, something that becomes apparent upon bringing optical theory into conversation with 
John’s rhetoric. John’s appeal to the physicality of the relics’ power both invokes and is molded 
by Aristotelian perceptual theory, atomist physics, and ancient conceptions of color.  
 
Dynamis and Energeia 
     In his encomium On the Egyptian Martyrs, John praises certain Egyptian martyrs who died in 
the mines, some of whose relics were apparently sent either to Antioch or to Constantinople, for 
it is unclear in which city John preached this homily.53 John waxes enthusiastic about how the 
Egyptians did not keep the bodies for themselves, but rather, like surplus goods, distributed them 
to other regions. He says that “the bodies of these saints made our city more strongly fortified 
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than any adamantine, impregnable wall.”54 The relics of these saints, then, were likely present 
outside of the city or around its edges, still a common practice among Christians at this time.55  
    John recognizes that the presence of these saints in the city entails their efficacy for 
venerators. Everyone knows “how great is the power (δύναμις) of these saints” because the story 
of their martyrdom betrays their extraordinary abilities. For no matter how much the 
executioners penetrated their bodies, “they did not find out how to plunder the treasure 
(θησαυρόν) of faith stored up (ἐναποκείμενον) in them.”56 John uses language of containment to 
locate this treasure within martyred bodies as he verbally depicts soldiers cutting through flesh, 
opening chest cavities, and removing organs to find what lies within. Lest people think the 
soldiers’ inability to find this treasure means that the relics’ power is abstract and immaterial, 
John further highlights the physicality of this efficacy; he explains that “not only the soul, but 
also the body (σῶμα) itself partook of much grace (χάριτος), and not only did [they] not cast 
away the grace which they possessed, after having been cut and broken to pieces, but [they] 
induced more and greater influence.”57 Thus, the very bodies of the Egyptian Martyrs contain 
δύναμις, χάρις, and θησαυρόν within them that only increase upon their death and division, 
despite the fact that unbelievers cannot locate it.  
     Another homily On Saints Bernike, Prosdoke, and Domnina exhibits a similar conception of 
saintly bodies as containers of power. Preaching at Antioch, John lauds these three Antiochene 
natives for choosing to take their own lives rather than to be defiled by soldiers during a war. 
 
54In martyres aegyptios 1 (PG 50.694). 
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Apparently, their bodies were present in Antioch, for John exhorts his listeners to “fall upon their 
relics. Let us embrace their chests (θήκαι). For the chests are able to hold much power (ἔχει 
πολλὴν δύναμιν), just as, therefore, the bones of the martyrs hold much strength (ἰσχύν) . . . Let 
us sit beside them, let us beseech them, let us deem them worthy to be our patrons.”58 The tombs 
and bones have within them δύναμις and ἰσχύς that can be physically transferred, in this case by 
touch, revealing the material assumptions behind Chrysostom’s theory of relics. Not only do the 
bones of these martyrs contain power, but so do the tombs that hold them by virtue of contact, 
and they can render benefits to venerators who are within perceptual range of them. 
     John continues his materialist language about the power contained in the bodies and tombs of 
the saints in his homily On the Holy Martyr Ignatius, preached at Antioch for the native 
Antiochene bishop. At the end of this homily he encourages his listeners to frequent Ignatius’ 
tomb, telling them that 
it is possible for one who is present here with faith to harvest great blessings (ἀγαθά). For 
not only the bodies, but also the very chests of the saints are full of spiritual grace. For if 
this happened in the time of Elisha, and a corpse having touched (ἁψάμενος) his coffin 
broke the bonds of death, and he returned to life again, much more so now, when grace is 
more abundant, when the activity (ἐνεργεία) of the Spirit is more plentiful, is it possible 
for a person who touches the chest with faith to draw much power from it (πολλὴν 
ἐκεῖθεν ἐπισπάσασθαι δύναμιν).59 
Despite references to “faith” and “spiritual grace,” which may conjure notions of immateriality 
to the modern reader, John’s materialist conception of this power is inescapable. Not only do the 
δύναμις, ἐνεργεία, and ἀγαθά reside within the relics, but one must touch them—or, as I will 
show, see them—in order to “draw” the power from them. John clearly recognizes the potential 
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for the material world to be imbued with divine energy, which can be moved and transferred 
between bodies and objects through bodily perception.  
     Situating John’s language about the forces that reside within the saints’ bodies within the 
context of Aristotelian perceptual theory brings new layers of meaning to his theory of relics. 
Aristotle has particular concern for the roles of dynamis and energeia in the visual process, 
words which John uses several times in these passages. For Aristotle, the substance (οὐσία) of 
the human body consists of both the matter (ὕλη) of the visible, corporeal body and the form 
(εἶδος) of the immaterial, incorporeal soul.60  In the case of vision, he says, “If the eye were a 
living creature, its soul would be its vision; for this is the substance in the sense of the formula of 
the eye. But the eye is the matter of vision.”61 That is, the eye is a complete, functioning 
substance only in that it visually senses objects; otherwise it is just matter. 
     For Aristotle, matter equates with potentiality (δύναμις), whereas form and sensation are 
actuality (ἐντελέχεια),62 and thus the qualities of any object can be potentially or actually 
sensible (τὸ μὲν ἐνεργείᾳ τὸ δὲ δυνάμει) depending on whether or not they are being perceived.63 
Sensation occurs when the sense organ, “having been acted upon, has become like that object 
and shares in the quality (πεπονθὸς δ᾿ ὡμοίωται καὶ ἔστιν οἷον ἐκεῖνο)” of the sensible object64 so 
 
60Aristotle, De anima II.1, 412a1-30 in On the Soul. Parva Naturalia. On Breath, trans. W. S. Hett, LCL 288 
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translated volumes.  
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that “the activity of the sensible object and of the sensation is one and the same (Ἡ δὲ τοῦ 
αἰσθητοῦ ἐνέργεια καὶ τῆς αἰσθήσεως ἡ αὐτὴ μέν ἐστι καὶ μία).”65 Because the eye receives 
material impressions of the immaterial qualities of visible objects, “the activity (ἡ . . . ἐνέργεια) 
of what is moving and active takes place in what is being acted upon.”66 In other words, Aristotle 
thinks of sensation as active assimilation between sensible object and sense organ, as Hendrik 
Lorenz explains. Only when potentiality is actualized – when material alterations effect an 
activation of qualities that were actually present in the sensible object and potentially present in 
the sensing organ – does sensation occur.67  
     Aristotle thus ascribed dynamis and energeia to sensible objects, as does John Chrysostom in 
his discourse on relics. For both Aristotle and Chrysostom, dynamis is a potentiality that resides 
in matter and that, upon perception, actualizes the qualities of that matter. Just as the color blue 
becomes actualized in the eye of a viewer when he looks at the sky and the quality assimilates to 
his eye, so the beneficial power of the relics actualizes in the bodies of those who touch and view 
them.  Belief alone will not render these benefits to Christians—John deliberately draws on the 
mechanics of perception to explain how Christians can physically obtain the effects of the relics’ 
dynamis. Furthermore, the Spirit’s recently increased energeia in the world is directly linked to 
the ability to physically perceive this power. Elisha’s body was certainly efficacious because of 
God’s power residing within it, but Chrysostom conceives of himself as preaching in a world 
newly saturated with divine presence after the Incarnation. He often uses energeia to refer to the 
way in which God, whose essence is ultimately incomprehensible, condescends and adapts 
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himself to humanity through his activity in the world.68 God entered the material world through a 
human being, thus activating his power for people to perceive.  
     I do not claim that John Chrysostom used these technical terms precisely according to their 
Aristotelian usage. Dynamis and energeia are in fact common words in ancient Christian 
discourses on the saints and their relics. John was, however, concerned with describing how the 
efficacy of these relics could be perceived through the bodily senses. Thus, it seems likely that he 
capitalized on such terms in his discursive use of perceptual theory to describe what he thought 
was being materially transferred between the relics and their viewers. John claimed that dynamis 
was present in the relics, along with grace and blessings, and that one need only perceive it, 
whether through touch or sight, in order to actualize its effects.  
 
Undiminishing Blessings 
     In addition to describing holy bodies as containers of power that can be materially perceived, 
Chrysostom also frequently characterizes this power as undiminishing. For example, in his 
homily On the Holy Martyrs, which he preached in Antioch, John urges his listeners to go out to 
the rural martyr shrines. As encouragement, he describes the ways in which they can sensorially 
benefit from the relics, since “martyrs’ coffins are nothing other than safe harbors and fountains 
(πηγαί) of spiritual streams and inexhaustible warehouses (θησαυροὶ ἀνάλωτοι) of abundance 
that are never embarrassed.”69 Similarly in his homily on Ignatius, he assures his audience that 
they can receive blessings and courage by visiting the relics, which are, “just like a perpetual 
treasury (θησαυρὸς διηνεκὴς), drained each and every day and not running dry,” such that they 
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“make all partakers wealthy.”70 That is, no matter how many people attend to them, no matter 
how many times one person visits them, the relics will always have blessings to offer in 
abundance.  
     John makes similar assertions in his homily On Julian the Martyr, preached in Antioch. Here 
he urges his congregation to go to the martyrion for the festival instead of to Daphne, a suburb 
south of the city that was home to a famous temple of Apollo and thus a frequent rhetorical 
punching bag of pagan revelry in Chrysostom’s works.  John is particularly concerned with 
demonstrating the benefits of attending the festivals of the martyrs and visiting their shrines, and 
he describes these potential benefits in terms of containment. Just as they did to the bodies of the 
Egyptian Martyrs, “the executioners tore apart the walls, and they broke apart the chests 
(στέρνα), and they neither saw (ἔβλεπον) the wealth (πλοῦτον) stored up (ἐναποκείμενον) in 
them, nor were they able to seize it.” Upon their martyrdom, God comes to dwell in such people, 
making their bodies storehouses of divine energy that does not diminish when divided, but 
increases. 71 
     Chrysostom adds further materialist language involving vegetation and springs in this homily 
to describe the power within these holy bodies. Comparing the martyrion to Daphne, he says that 
whereas the visitor to the suburb encounters normal trees, those who attend to the relics with 
“eyes of faith (ὀφθαλμοὺς τῆς πίστεως)” will find that “although these fruits are always 
harvested (τρυγώμενοι), they are always full to bursting (βρύουσι), and they never desert their 
own farmers.” These “trees” do not experience death and decay, they are not subject to seasonal 
change, nor can their fruit ever be completely harvested; rather, people “have harvested myriad 
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healings from this holy chest, and the fruit has not been wanting.”72 Although the blessings and 
power are contained within the relics, they do not abide by mundane rules of filling and 
depletion; their contents are infinite.  
     Although Chrysostom limits their benefits to those who approach with the “eyes of faith” and 
acknowledges that the power within the martyrs’ bodies are invisible to those who fail to do so, 
the benefits that they offer to believers are highly embodied. They include “the healing of 
fevered bodies, the forgiveness of sins, the removal of wickedness, the care of the soul’s 
illnesses, abundant prayer, free speech toward God – everything spiritual and full of heavenly 
blessings (οὐρανίων γέμοντα ἀγάθων).” 73 These gifts are not abstract mental dispositions, but 
embodied emotional and somatic states: health, forgiveness, a sound soul, and a proper 
relationship with God. Just as John describes the power of the relics in material terms, so the 
benefits rendered by them are material and physical.  
     Water also provides an apt comparison for the relics’ power. For just as there are springs of 
water in Daphne, so there are “springs of martyrs” at the martyrion.74 People who approach the 
tombs of the martyrs receive continuous blessings from them as if they were “draw[ing] water 
from springs and the streams were not emptied, but a certain flow is constant, never failing, but 
always providing a gushing miracle more than it is emptied.”75 Again, Chrysostom uses language 
of containment, while simultaneously claiming that these elements defy physical logic. 
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     Another example comes from a homily John preached in a martyrion outside of 
Constantinople, to which the empress Eudoxia had escorted a procession of the relics of some 
martyrs. John declares that Eudoxia often touched (ἐναπτομένη) the relics in order to  
draw from this spring (πηγῆς) that is always drained (ἀντλουμένης) but is never emptied 
(κενουμένης). For just as the streams that burst forth from the springs are not contained 
(κατέχεται) within their own hollows but gush and overflow, thus also the grace of the 
Spirit that accompanies (παρακαθημένη) the bones and dwells with (συνοικοῦσα) the 
saints both extends towards others who follow it with faith and flows (ἐκτρέχει) from 
soul into body, and from body into clothing, and from clothing into shoes, and from shoes 
into shadows. On account of this, not only did [grace] operate in (ἐνήργει) the bodies of 
the holy apostles, but also in their kerchiefs and aprons.76 
 
Concerned as he is to praise the empress, with whom he was apparently still amicable at this 
point,77 and to sanctify the Christianized imperial capital, he ascribes material properties to the 
grace that resides in the relics: it flows like water, it is contained in the bones, and it fills visitors. 
But no matter how much venerators draw from the stores of this power, the latter will never 
empty; it will continually flow from the remains into souls, bodies, clothing, and even shadows. 
Furthermore, saintly bodies, and whatever touches them, are efficacious (ἐνεργέω) because of the 
grace that flows through them. In Aristotelian terms, not only is the power potentially present, 
but it is rendered active and sensible as the empress touches and thus physically perceives it.  
     An ancient source that is useful in explaining John’s notion of undiminishing material 
blessings contained in the relics is Epicurus’ theory of optics. Because his Letter to Herodotus, 
which contains his explication of vision, is cited in full by Diogenes Laertius in the third century 
CE, it is conceivable that this atomist perceptual model was in the air among educated fourth-
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century circles.78 Epicurus begins with the idea that the soul is corporeal and made of “fine 
particles (λεπτομερές).”79 Describing what makes objects visible, Epicurus, unlike Aristotle, 
argues that particles (not just impressions) travel from the object through the air and to the eye, 
and ultimately to the soul. He calls the atoms that stream off of visible bodies “outlines (τύποι)” 
or “images (εἴδωλα),” and they carry the same qualities as their object of origin.80 Furthermore, 
Epicurus thinks that the reason “they present the appearance of a single continuous object” is that 
“particles are continually streaming off from the surface of bodies though no diminution of the 
bodies is observed, because other particles take their place.”81 Indeed, atomists like Epicurus 
conceived of atoms as infinite and continually in motion.82 No matter how many particles flow 
off of the surface of a visible object and strike the eyes of a viewer, no matter how much a 
viewer looks at an object, films of atoms will never cease to stream off of it and render it visible, 
as new atoms continually take the place of those that emanate from it.  
     As in the case of Aristotelian optics, I do not propose that John Chrysostom was a staunch 
proponent of the Epicurean theory of vision or even that he consciously applied Epicurean 
physics to his delineation of visual piety. There is, however, a marked similarity in John’s and 
Epicurus’ ideas about undiminishing matter that is contained in visible objects and that is 
visually perceived, as we shall see, through a transfer from object to viewer. Just as atoms 
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perpetually emanate from visible objects for Epicurus, so materially efficacious power eternally 
flows out from the saints’ relics for John.  I suggest, therefore, that John makes use of atomist 
physics more generally to express the undiminishing nature of holy blessings, continually 
streaming off from bodies and toward viewers. 
 
Rays of Light 
     Finally, Chrysostom also compares the power emanating from the bodies of saints to rays of 
light. Miller argues that such metaphors in the De laude sanctorum are Victricius’ effort to use 
“rhetorical dazzle in order to picture what his theological abstractions could not picture, a fusion 
of matter and spirit, an animate body converted into the substance of God’s light.”83 That is, 
because he thinks the relics of the martyrs have been transformed into the fullness of divinity, 
Victricius uses light as a rhetorical vehicle to express this metaphysical idea. As already stated, 
Miller makes a similar argument for Chrysostom’s use of light metaphors. I wish to suggest, 
however, that this language is equally based in ancient conceptions of color, which shape John’s 
theology of relics as much as his theology shapes his language.  
     Ancient psycho-physiological theories of optics differed from modern ones in how they 
theorized color. The former typically conceive of color as the primary object of vision, an 
inherent quality of the visible object that emanates off of it in particles or rays and becomes 
visible when it travels through a medium that is made transparent by light; the latter conceive of 
light itself as the object of vision reflecting off of the visible object toward the eye.84 Ancient 
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people therefore thought that color literally and materially radiated off of the bodies in which it 
inhered and toward viewers. The knowledge that Chrysostom—and other late ancient 
Christians—had about how matter and perception function thus provides a vehicle through which 
to describe the transfer of the power that resides in the relics. Philosophical notions of the 
undiminishing nature of color and its material efficacy may have contributed to theological 
conceptions of the relics’ power as much as any abstract theology contributed to John’s rhetoric 
of light.  
      At the beginning of his Homily 1 on the Maccabees, likely preached in Antioch, John primes 
his audience for the ekphrastic account of the mother and her seven sons that he is about to give. 
Before all of his vivid visual imagery about their martyrdom, he sensitizes the eyes of his 
listeners with rhetoric of light. He says that these martyrs are “more brilliant than ten thousand 
suns” and brighter than lightning. He tells them to not think of the mere dust and ashes that are 
immediately visible, but to “open the eyes of faith, and see God’s power that accompanies 
(παρακαθημένην) them, the Spirit’s grace clothing (περιβεβλημένην) them, the glory of heavenly 
light (φωτός) that surrounds (περιστέλλουσαν) them.” This power and light comes from within, 
for “flashes and glitters leap out (μαρμαρυγαί καὶ λαμπηδονες  . . . εξαλλόμεναι) from these 
bodies” like the sun’s rays and “blind the very eyes of the Devil.”85  John is clearly a product of 
his time in drawing on the notion of the visible quality present in the object itself, allowing us to 
better understand his notion of the relics’ power and how people can partake of it. 
     Chrysostom describes the motion of this light and its blinding force in a couple other 
instances. In his homily On Julian the Martyr, he claims that “a flash leaps forth (μαρμαρυγὴν 
 




ἐκπηδῶσαν)” from the wounds of the martyrs such that it blinds demons who try to look.86 
Likewise, in his Homily After the Remains of the Martyrs he says that the casket carrying the 
newly translated relics contains “a blossoming grace, and a radiant gift, and bones that vie in 
brilliance with the very rays of the sun. No, rather they release light that is more brilliant.”87  
Chrysostom uses the sun as a measure of the brightness of the light that the relics contain. This 
light strictly comes from within the relics themselves much like color does in ancient optical 
theories. The visible qualities that radiate from them are, however, more vibrant and blinding—
or more efficacious—than any ray that proceeds from the sun.  
 
Conclusion 
     John Chrysostom’s language exhibits a materialist ontology of divine power at work in the 
bodily remains of martyrs and saints. This power is contained within bodies, it can have physical 
effects on visitors, and it is transferred through contact. Nevertheless, it does possess a 
supernatural capacity to never run out. John’s appeal to ancient conceptions of sensation and 
color from the likes of Aristotle and Epicurus adds a new valence to the claim that late ancient 
Christians considered the world imbued with divinity that is perceptible through the human body. 
Whereas Miller and Harvey assert a turn to the senses and sensory rhetoric as a means of contact 
with the divine, Chrysostom’s nuanced engagement with optics and physics shows a 
sophisticated attempt to articulate to his listeners how such interaction is possible, calling upon 
cultural assumptions about how bodies function in an effort to guide their behavior. The rest of 
this thesis will demonstrate how Chrysostom directly deploys theories of optics to explain how 
 
86In Julianum martyrem 2 (PG 50.669).  
 
87Homilia dicta postquam reliquiae martyrum 469.29-31 (PG 63.469). 
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humans can physically, mentally, and emotionally benefit from the relics and thus corporeally 



























CHAPTER 2: TRANSFERRING SANCTITY THROUGH SIGHT 
 
     In his homilies, John asserts that sensory perception—vision, in particular—is a viable means 
of religious experience. For example, when urging his listeners not to get drunk and misbehave 
on the feast days of the saints, he argues that drunkenness hinders people from enjoying the 
festivities, from experiencing the benefits of the martyrs. He claims that “the drunk person 
cannot reap pleasure; for in moderation is pleasure, and in immoderation is insensibility 
(ἀναισθησίας).” If a person is so inebriated that they cannot tell whether they are sitting or lying 
down or looking at the sun due to “the thick cloud of alcohol,” how can they benefit from John’s 
homilies through which they “see (ἰδεῖν) people lacerated, covered in blood, decorated with a 
row of wounds?”88 Chrysostom wants his congregants to attend the festivals and visit the relics 
in a sober state that will allow them to perceptually experience them in the fullest way possible. 
Through his use of optics in particular, not only does John translate theological abstractions into 
physical terms, but these psycho-physiological theories shape the way John conceives of the 
relics’ divine power and its interaction with humans. By bridging the gap between widespread 
cultural assumptions about the body and Christian ideas, John provides a method by which his 
congregants can know God through their bodies. 
     Chrysostom devotes much attention to visual perception in his festal homilies, deploying 
optical theories as a means of explaining how the relics’ power reaches and affects venerators 
 




through visual contact. His frequent recourse to the mechanics of vision is unsurprising given his 
apparent familiarity with the anatomy and physiology of the eye elsewhere in his homiletic 
corpus. In one of his Antiochene homilies On the statues, he muses that 
God, the supreme craftsman was able . . . to make an eye so beautiful as to astonish all 
who behold it, and to place in it so much power (δύναμιν) that it views such a height of 
air, and by the aid of a small pupil (κόρης) embraces so many bodies, and mountains, and 
valleys, and hills, and seas, even heaven through that small thing! . . . Consider its beauty 
and visual power (τὴν δύναμιν τὴν ὀπτικήν), and how, while traversing such a great 
expanse of air, it does not grow weary or become distressed . . . The eye, in traversing 
such height on the one hand, and such breadth on the other, does not display any 
weakness. For since it is the most necessary to us of all our members, He has not suffered 
it to be oppressed with fatigue . . . What language is able to set forth the whole excellency 
of this member? And why do I speak of the pupil and the visual faculty (τῆς ὀπτικῆς 
δυνάμεως)?89  
He then draws out in physiological detail—reminiscent of Plato’s praise of the eye90—God’s 
meticulous care in constructing the eyelashes and eyebrows, his placement of the eyes on the 
front of the head, and his fashioning of the brain, bones, and heart, exhibiting clear acquaintance 
with medical knowledge.91 Thus, Chrysostom was well-equipped to adapt and manipulate optical 
terminology and concepts to his discourse on embodied piety.  
     I will begin my analysis with a section on John’s attention to “sight alone” as a mode of piety 
before moving on to a more technical analysis of his use of optics, organized primarily by 
vocabulary overlaps between Chrysostom and the optic theorists. John uses Platonic, Ptolemaic, 
and Galenic theories to discuss how relics “strike” the eyes of viewers; the vocabulary of 
Alcmaeon and Plotinus to discourse on the way in which the power of the relics adversely affects 
 
89Homilia XI de statuis 6-7 in Philip Schaff, ed., Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, vol. 9 (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1995). I have adapted Shaff’s English translation in accordance with the Greek text in PG 
49.122-3.  
 
90Timaeus, 45B-46C, trans. R. G. Bury, LCL 234 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929). 
 
91See also Homilia IX de statuis 4 in Schaff, vol. 9; Homilia 2 in Johannem 4 (PG 59:35); and In S. Romanum 




the eyes of demons; and Aristotelian optics to relate how human bodies “receive” impressions 
and blessings through sight.  
 
 “From Sight Alone” 
     John repeatedly emphasizes “sight alone” as a means of obtaining the physical and emotional 
benefits offered by the bodies of martyrs throughout his homilies. In his homily On Saint 
Ignatius, for example, John insists on the ability of Ignatius’ relics, which were present in 
Antioch, to “offer a harbor and secure consolation for all the evils that befall us.”92  John is not 
referring simply to intangible evils, but also to psycho-somatic conditions, for he tells his 
audience that “whether someone is despondent (ἐν ἀθυμίᾳ), or ill, or abused, or in some other 
circumstance of life, or in a depth of sins, let this person be present here with faith, and all those 
things will be removed (ἀποθήσεται).” John has little concern for distinctions between material 
and immaterial, or between psychic and somatic. The power of the saints can aid a person 
suffering from both despondency and illness, conditions we would typically conceive of as 
mental and physical, respectively.  Furthermore, despite the physical presence of Ignatius’ body 
in Antioch, touch is not strictly necessary to garner these benefits. John explains that people who 
visit the martyr’s relics have  “rendered the conscience (τὸ συνειδός) lighter from sight alone 
(ἀπὸ τῆς θεωρίας μόνης).”93 One need only look at the tombs or bones of Ignatius to experience 
the psycho-somatic effects of God’s power within them.  
     The homily On Saint Meletius provides some of the clearest references to the physical 
efficacy of sight.  In this case, John is preaching in the presence of Meletius’ body in the church 
 
92See In S. Ignatium martyrem 17 (PG 50.595) for the presence of his body in Antioch. 
 




Meletius had built for the remains of Saint Babylas. Meletius, bishop of one Nicene faction in 
Antioch, had died only five years prior, and so many in the congregation had known and seen 
him when he was alive. John comments that, when Meletius arrived back in Antioch after a 
period of exile, some people were able to approach and touch him, while others “only saw him 
from afar (πόρρωθεν αὐτὸν ὁρωντες μόνον).” Nevertheless, these people “all went away full of 
every blessing from the sight alone (πάσης εὐλογίας ἀπὸ τῆς θεωρίας μόνης πληρούμενοι πάντες 
ἀπῄεσαν).”94  John clearly emphasizes the material potency of sight. Blessings are indeed 
transferred from the saints—living or dead—to those people who merely look at them; they 
receive the same benefits as did those who were able to touch him. 
     In his homily On the Holy Martyrs, Chrysostom again emphasizes his congregants’ ability to 
know the relics’ power through bodily perception. His congregants are apparently skeptical 
about going to visit martyria in the countryside, where the inhabitants speak Syriac and lack a 
formal preacher. But John persuades them by asserting that “God, tempering the lack of teachers 
with the abundance of martyrs, arranged for many martyrs to be buried” among those in the 
countryside.95 He assures them that just because they will not receive any verbal instruction from 
an educated homilist such as himself, they nevertheless will learn by perceiving the deeds and 
sufferings that the martyrs’ bodies endured, which he argues is even “more persuasive” than 
anything he can teach them.96 Indeed, the preacher’s threats and encouragement produce fewer 
effects in listeners than when, “having gone to a martyrion with no one prompting you and just 
seeing (μόνον ἰδόντες) the tomb, you all poured out many fountains of tears, and you were 
 
94De S. Meletio 6 (PG 50.517-18). 
 
95De sanctis martyribus 1 (PG 50.647). 
 




heated up (διεθερμάνθητε) in your prayers.”97 The emotional and bodily effect of looking at the 
tombs is such that it actually causes people to weep and prompts them to pray more fervently, in 
a way that verbal instruction cannot achieve. The relics can also “cool souls inflamed by wicked 
passions. And they quench from sight alone (ἀπὸ τῆς ὄψεως μόνης). . .  wicked desire, and 
consuming envy, and seething anger.”98 That is, the sight of the relics physically diminishes the 
heat in souls that causes people to lose control of their emotions.  
     In this last example, John uses the word “ὄψις,” an ubiquitous term in ancient optic theories, 
which refers to either the eye, vision, or rays of sight.99 For example, Plato says that “while sight 
from the eye and whiteness from that which helps to produce the colour are moving from [the 
object to the eye], the eye becomes full of sight (ὁ μὲν ὀφθαλμὸς ἄρα ὄψεως ἔμπλεως ἐγένετο) 
and so begins at that moment to see.”100 Just as Plato clearly conceives of sight as a process of 
material transfer via a ray of vision that physically impacts the body, so John thinks that the 
physiological process of vision can produce somatic effects on viewers. John’s familiarity with 
general optic terminology will become clear throughout this chapter, as we delineate the various 






97De sanctis martyribus 2 (PG 50.648). 
 
98De sanctis martyribus 2 (PG 50.649).  
 
99Thibodeau, “Ancient Optics,” 131. 
 
100Theaetetus, 156D, ed. and trans. Harold North Fowler, LCL 123 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1921). 
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Striking the Eyes 
     Now that we have established John’s emphasis on sight as a vehicle for obtaining the relics’ 
benefits, we can turn to a more technical exposition of John’s use of optic concepts and 
terminology to describe the transfer of sanctity between relics and viewers. One of the foremost 
ways in which Chrysostom does this is by using terms derived from πίπτω (“to fall” or “to 
strike”) to describe the effect of the sight of relics on the eyes. As we shall see, such optical 
terms are both a means for John to rhetorically express his ideas, and they also actively shape his 
notions about the relics’ efficacy.  
     In his homily On Julian the Martyr John asserts that God has left Christians the relics of 
martyrs so that they might be a “reminder of [their] virtue” and “a rationale for a strict Christian 
way of life,” which can actually change the poor behaviors and dispositions of those who 
perceive them.101 He claims that just as sluggish soldiers who see blood-stained weapons 
“immediately leap up and become more heated up (θερμότερος) and sally out to war, receiving 
encouragement from the sight (ἀπὸ τῆς ὄψεως) of the weapons,” so also “we, seeing (ὁρῶντες) . . 
. the body of the saint . . . bloodied because of its confession of Christ . . . will have great 
enthusiasm (προθυμίαν) when, as a certain fire, this sight strikes into our mind (ὥσπερ τινὸς 
πυρὸς τῆς ὄψεως τούτης εἰς τὴν διανοίαν ἡμῶν ἐμπιπτούσης) and calls us to the same contest.102 
Glenn Peers discusses the “as if” (ὥσπερ) qualification that frequently appears in descriptions of 
viewing holy people and places in Late Antiquity, noting that readers usually take the particle to 
imply “metaphorical force” or a “quasi reality” within the viewer’s mind. He argues instead that 
 
101In Julianum martyrem 4 (PG 50.672). For the translation of φιλοσοφίας μεγίστης to “strict Christian way of life,” 
see fn. 34 in Leemans et al., 159, where Mayer claims that this phrase typically refers to a life of asceticism and 
virtue in Chrysostom’s works. 
 




there is widespread evidence that late ancient Christians conceived of this kind of seeing as 
involving a “real presence,” a perceptual contact with an animated object, which is made all the 
more real by the “haptic quality of seeing” in ancient optical theories.103 Indeed, to take the 
ὥσπερ in this example as indicating a metaphorical comparison between the action of seeing a 
holy body and of fire entering the eyes would be to miss the point entirely. Chrysostom does not 
intend merely to compare seeing a saint with fire striking the eye (a meaning that would be 
conveyed by translating ὥσπερ with “as if” or “like”)104; he wants to explain the actual physical 
manner by which the sight affects the viewer (hence my translation “as”). The best way to 
understand the material implications of this statement (and others) by Chrysostom is not to 
describe it as a metaphor for the cognitive inspiration that the martyr’s bodies give, but to 
contextualize it within the Platonic psycho-physiological theory of vision.  
     Plato’s extramissionist theory posits a stream of fiery particles proceeding out from the eye 
and coming into contact with fiery particles that stream off of visible objects.  On the one hand, 
he says that the gods “caused the pure fire (πῦρ) within us, which is akin to that of day, to flow 
through the eyes (διὰ τῶν ὀμμάτων ῥεῖν) in a smooth and dense stream.”105 This fire does not 
burn, but rather it makes the visual stream like in property to daylight so that it can travel 
through it.106 On the other hand, he says that “color,” which it the visible property of objects, 
“consists of a flame which issues from several bodies, and possesses particles so proportioned to 
 
103Glenn Peers, “Object Relations: Theorizing the Late Ancient Viewer,” pp. 976-80 in The Oxford Handbook of 
Late Antiquity. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. 
 
104 Leemans, et al., “Let Us Die That We May Live” opts for such a translation.  
 







the visual stream (ὄψει) as to produce sensation.”107 When the particles from visible objects 
“strike into the visual stream (ἐμπίπτοντά τε εἰς τὴν ὄψιν),” those larger and smaller than the 
ones in the stream from the eye produce sensations of various colors, wherein the visual stream 
“distributes the motions (τὰς κινήσεις διαδιδὸν) of every object it touches” back to the body.108 
Thus, Plato describes the physiological, material effects produced by visible objects on a human 
body that perceives them.  
     Chrysostom’s vocabulary mirrors that of Plato’s extramissionist theory. He uses πύρ to 
describe the material object of vision, ὄψις to describe the sight that travels through the eye, and 
ἐμπίπτω for the action of these two on the mind as a result of vision. While he does not 
reproduce Platonic optic theory precisely, he certainly employs the Platonic notion of fiery 
matter travelling through the eyes and “striking” the viewer in a material and physical way. He 
claims that the sight of the blood-stained weapons or the blood of the martyr produce certain 
passions in the viewer, making them θερμότερος and producing προθυμία. This recalls Plato’s 
proposition that the gods placed lungs in humans as a cooling mechanism because “they knew 
that all such swelling of the passionate parts would arise from the action of fire (διὰ πύρος)” by 
means of sensation.109 That is, the fire that comes through the eye in the act of perception creates 
psycho-somatic effects on a person, a notion which John employs in his homily to encourage his 
listeners to go to the tombs of the martyrs and view their relics in the hope of materially 
experiencing some of their power.  
 
107Timaeus, 67C (φλόγα τῶμ σωμάτων ἑκάστων ἀπορρέουσαν, ὄψει ξύμετρα μ´ορια ἔχουσαν πρὸς αἴσθησιν). 
 
108Timaeus, 67D and 45D.  
 




     In another homily likely preached in Antioch, On Saint Drosis, John again encourages his 
audience to go out to the suburban martyria of Antioch to partake of their benefits. With a 
particular emphasis on sight, this homily discusses how those who “gaze (βλέποντες) at bodies 
bursting with spiritual gifts” experience emotional and physical healing.110 Describing the 
experience of the person who visits the tombs, he says, “For as soon as someone comes upon the 
threshold, the multitude of tombs immediately strikes (προσπίπτει) the eyes from all sides.” John 
then discusses the psychic and embodied effects these sights produce in the viewer, asserting that 
“the very sight (αὕτη ἡ θεωρία) of the tombs contributes in no small part [in urging] us towards 
philosophy.” It is “through this sight (ὄψεως)” that the lazy person becomes more moderate, 
increases their zeal, thinks philosophically, and ceases from sin.111  
     Another example comes from Chrysostom’s Discourse on Saint Babylas, a treatise written 
around 378-9 in response to pagan-Christian hostilities in Antioch during his priesthood. In 
particular, John uses the remains of Saint Babylas as a site of discourse on the superiority of the 
Christian God to Apollo. The apostate emperor Julian had recently removed Babylas’ body from 
near the Apollo shrine at Daphne—where it had been placed by the Christian emperor Gallus—
claiming that dead bodies were unclean and that it was hampering Apollo’s ability to function 
through the oracle. A fire, caused by lighting, that burned down the shrine after the removal 
stirred further debates between pagans and Christians about the relative power of their deities 
and the cause of the fire. Bishop Meletius of Antioch (the same one about whom John wrote the 
homily) subsequently placed Babylas’ body in a new church he had built for his own Nicene 
faction in the campus martius outside the city, where they had been meeting when the main 
 
110De S. Droside martyre 1 (PG 50.683).  
 
111De S. Droside martyre 2 (PG 50.683).  
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Antiochene churches were under Homoian control. Babylas’ relics, therefore, were contested as 
to their ability to affect and sanctify the world around them.112 Whereas Julian perceived them as 
a source of impurity that hindered Apollo’s efficacy, Christians saw his body as a container of 
divine power that could bring destruction to pagan temples, benefit its venerators, and legitimize 
the orthodox position of Meletius’ faction. Thus, Chrysostom’s Discourse on Babylas uses this 
recent history to demonstrate the efficacy that the relics of the saints possess and, furthermore, to 
prove Christ’s power, which was transferred to his apostles and saints.113  
     The Discourse has some of the clearest and most sustained uses of optic language among all 
the texts examined in this thesis. In one instance, John says, “For the sight (ὄψις) of the coffin 
strikes (ἐμπίπτουσα) the soul and acts upon (καταπλήττει) it and stimulates (διανίστησι) it, and, 
as if he who is lying there himself were joining in prayer, and standing nearby, and being seen, 
thus it causes the soul to be affected (διακεῖσθαι).”114 ὄψις and ἐμπίπτουσα are certainly optical 
terms, and John offers several different ways of describing how the sight of the coffin affects the 
soul of the viewer, exhibiting his care for the details of the optical process. That John thinks the 
sight of Babylas’ body produces a material effect on the viewers becomes clear by comparing his 
vocabulary with similar instances in the optical theories of Plato, as described above, as well as 
Ptolemy and Galen. 
 
112For an overview of this series of events surrounding Babylas’ relics in fourth-century Antioch, see Wendy Mayer, 
“Antioch and the Intersection between Religious Factionalism, Place, and Power in Late Antiquity,” 357-61 and 
Shepardson, Controlling Contested Places, 58-91.   
 
113For an overview of the main arguments of the text, see Schatkin, Discours sur Babylas, pp. 23-49. 
 
114De S. Babyla, Contra Julianum et gentiles 65.17-21 in Schatkin, Discours sur Babylas. The English translations 
for this text are taken from Schatkin, Apologist with my own modifications.  
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     Like Plato, Ptolemy’s extramissionist theory of vision hypothesizes that a “visual flux” 
proceeds from the eye and “strike[s] (ceciderint) the surface of bodies.”115 Although the text only 
survives in a Latin translation, cadere is likely a translation of the Greek πίπτω or a derivative. 
Ptolemy describes this “striking” action in haptic terms; when naming the proper sensible of each 
sense organ, he says that “among the things that are common to the senses according to the 
origin of their nervous activity, sight and touch (tactus et visus) share in all except color, for 
color is perceived by no sense but sight.”116 Indeed, his description of sight is highly tactile and 
material. For example, the farther away an object rests from the eye, the less clear it becomes to 
the eye because the “aggregation of [uninterrupted] visual rays is weakened” by the distance.117 
Furthermore, Ptolemy proposes that sight occurs when the sense of sight “suffer[s] the 
qualification (suscipiat qualitatem) [passed to it] by light and color, because it shares their 
genus.” Like Aristotle, he thinks that the quality passes to the viewer, not the matter; but unlike 
Aristotle, he posits a “qualitative alteration (mutationem habitudinis)” to the visual flux and the 
viewer, not just an activation of a potentially present quality.118  
     Galen also recognizes the materiality of the interaction between sensible object and the 
sensing viewer. Galen’s intromissionist theory posits that a “cerebral pneuma” extends from the 
 
115Ptolemy, Optics 2.12 in Ptolemy’s Theory of Visual Perception: An English Translation of the Optics with 
Introduction and Commentary, trans. Mark A. Smith (Philadelphia: The American Philosophical Society, 1996). For 
the Latin text from which Smith translates, see L’optique de Clause Ptolémée, ed. and trans. Albert Le Jeune 
(Louvain: Publications Universitaires, 1956).  
 
116Optics, 2.13. Aristotle disagrees with philosophers who align sight so closely with touch, claiming that the 
transparent medium that enables sight differentiates vision from touch, which requires no medium (DA II.7, 419a18-
25). For the common differentiation between sight and touch among ancient optic theorists, see Roland Betancourt, 









eye to sensitize the air around it such that, when the incoming sight “touches (ἐμπιπτοῦσα) the 
surrounding medium” and then the pneuma, it transmits impressions of its qualities back to the 
eye and then the brain.119 He then claims that “The qualitative change (ἀλλοίωσις) produced by 
the incoming picture (τῶν προσπιπτόντων) is transmitted to the central sense organ” and that 
sensation itself is the “recognition of this change.120” That is, although he ascribes sensation to a 
further cerebral recognition, it is nonetheless the recognition of a material, physiological 
alteration in the body caused by the sensible object. 
     Words deriving from πίπτω, along with their Latin counterparts, thus appear frequently in 
ancient optic theories, and they typically connote a material affection on the body through some 
sort of qualitative change.121 John Chrysostom uses these words to the same effect. The tombs 
and relics of Saints Drosis and Babylas “strike” the eyes of their viewers and produce embodied 
alteration in them. In the case of Drosis, the sight of the tombs can actually alter the emotions 
and dispositions in the viewer’s soul, which can lead to further alterations of their bodily 
behavior. In the case of Babylas, the sight of his tombs so alters the soul that person feels as if 
Babylas is standing next to them and praying. Not only is Christ’s power and the power of his 
saints visible in their effect on pagan shrines like that of Apollo, but John also wants to make this 
efficacy visually perceivable through the relics and visibly manifest in the altered emotional and 
 
119For English translation see Rudolph E. Siegel, Galen: On Sense Perception (Basel: S. Karger, 1970), 75. For 
Greek, see Galen, Opera omnia, ed. Karl Gottlob Kühn, vol. 5 (Lipsiae: 1823), 619-20.  
 
120For English see Siegel, 72; for Greek see Kühn, vol. 5, 636. 
 
121For further examples, see Lucretius, De rerum natura, 4.215-7, trans. W. H. D. Rouse and Martin F. Smith, LCL 
181 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1924) for how the atoms of visible objects “strike our eyes and vision 
(oculos visumque lacessant)” and Plotinus, Ennead IV.1.2, trans. A. H. Armstrong, 5 volumes (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1966-84) on how objects of perception “come into contact (προσπέσοι)” with the soul.  
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bodily behaviors of his congregation, thus physically spreading their “clean power” over the 
Antiochene landscape.122 
 
Striking the Eyes of Demons 
     Humans were not the only ones who looked at the relics of the saints, for John Chrysostom 
frequently mentions the demons present at their tombs. The sight of the relics, however, does not 
have a beneficial impact on the demons; rather, their power cannot come into direct contact with 
these beings without harming them.123 In the Discourse on Babylas, John lauds Babylas’ ability 
to “extinguish the power of the demon” Apollo when his body lay next to the pagan oracle. 
Indeed, “the one who previously deceived everyone everywhere did not even dare to look 
straight at (ἀντιβλέψαι) the dust of the blessed Babylas. So great is the power (δύναμις) of the 
saints whose shadows and cloaks [the demons] cannot bear.”124 In other words, something 
efficacious emanates from the bodies of the martyrs, such that merely seeing or touching them 
would render harm to these impure beings.  
     Elsewhere Chrysostom details the injury that the demons derive from the sight of the relics in 
explicitly perceptual terms. He explains that “demons do not dare to look straight at (ἀντιβλέψαι) 
[the martyr]” because if they do “they are immediately blinded in their eyes, unable to bear the 
flashing that is leaping out from there.” This harm is embodied in the physical reactions of those 
whom the demons possess when they “completely turn away and flee” from the tombs of the 
saints’ relics, “as if about to walk on coals . . . not daring to look (ἀντιβλέψαι) at the coffin 
 
122Shepardson, Controlling Contested Places, 176-87.  
 
123For examples of this notion as manifested in exorcisms at saint shrines, see Brown, The Cult of the Saints, 106-12. 
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itself.” Even though they look at mere bones and ashes, the effect is the same as when “they saw 
[the martyr] reddened all over with blood, brighter with wounds than the sun is with its rays, and 
they were panic-stricken (κατεπλάγησαν) and, having taken a blow to the eyes (πλήγεντες τὰς 
ὄψεις), they left.”125 The sights of both the living martyrs and their dead remains are intolerable 
for the demons, a notion which John highlights by using different optical terminology to describe 
how sight “strikes” their eyes than he uses for human onlookers. Instead of using the word πίπτω, 
here he chooses “πλήσσω” (“to strike” or “to beat”), another a technical optical term, to express 
the negative physical impact the saints’ bodies have on demonic spectators.  
     Another use of this word comes in John’s homily On Pelagia, Virgin and Martyr, possibly 
preached in Antioch because of the association of the martyr with this city. John’s point in this 
homily is to show that Christ’s destruction of death and his saving power leads Christians to be 
so unafraid to die that even a young virgin like Pelagia can fearlessly throw herself to death from 
a rooftop rather than submit to violation at the hands of soldiers. This saving power of God is 
physically manifested through Pelagia’s self-inflicted death and through the defeat that the sight 
of her body brings to demons. He says that Pelagia’s body, “brighter than any flash of lightning, 
fell down and struck the eyes of the Devil (πλῆττον τοῦ διαβόλου τὰς ὄψεις). For lightning 
released from heaven is not so frightening to us as the martyr’s body (more severe than any 
lightning) terrifies the ranks of demons.”126 Again, Chrysostom uses πλήσσω to describe the 
terrifying effect of Pelagia’s body on the demon, which is mediated through vision. The 
Adversary of God becomes afraid because he has seen Pelagia cause her own death, which 
strikes his eyes like lightning.  
 
125In Julianum martyrem 2 (PG 50.670).  
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     The word πλήσσω, like πίπτω, appears in ancient theories of optics to describe the contact 
between the visible object and the viewer. In his treatise On the Senses, Theophrastus, the 
successor of Aristotle, reports the perceptual theory of Alcmaeon, a pre-Socratic philosopher. 
Alcmaeon apparently said that there must be fire within the eyes to facilitate vision because 
“when [the eye] is struck (πλήγεντος) [the fire] flashes out.”127 Thus, like other optic theorists, 
Alcmaeon is concerned with the material forces at work in vision, and he uses the word πλήσσω 
to specify the contact between the eye and the visible object. He posits that some incoming thing 
(we are not told what) “strikes” the eye causes a change in the fire in or near the eye.  
     Theophrastus also favors Alcmaeon’s view that perception is not caused by likeness but by 
contact between opposite qualities.128 This much-debated topic among ancient perceptual 
theorists is in fact the organizing principle of Theophrastus’ treatise, in which he groups 
Parmenides, Empedocles, and Plato as philosophers who ascribe sensation to “likeness (τὸ 
ὁμοῖον)” and Alcmaeon, Anaxagoras, and Heraclitus as philosophers who ascribe it to “contrast 
(τὸ ἐνάντιον).”129 The association of the term πλήσσω with a contact between opposing qualities 
in theorists such as Alcmaeon could explain Chrysostom’s use of this term in reference to the 
impact of seeing holy bodies on demonic forces. Whereas he uses πίπτω words to describe the 
sanctifying visual contact between relics and humans, he uses πλήσσω to characterize the 
improper contact between the sacred power of the relics and polluting demons. Chrysostom’s 
possible familiarity with competing theories about what sort of contact causes perception may 
 
127Theophrastus, On the Senses, 26 in Theophrastus and the Greek Physiological Psychology before Aristotle, ed. 
and trans. George Malcom Stratton (New York: MacMillan and Co., 1917). 
 
128On the Senses, 25. For a summary of Theophrastus’ position on this, see Stratton, 22-4. 
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have shaped his choice of vocabulary to characterize the visual effects of the saints’ bodies on 
demons. 
     Plotinus, too, uses πλήσσω to describe the act of perception. While the complexity of 
Plotinus’ perceptual theory, embedded in an even more complex ontology, is beyond the scope 
of this paper, we can present some of the basics. Plotinus says, “But we men do not believe that 
each particular power [of perception] can come to know its object unless it is struck (πλήγη) by 
it.” Somewhat like Aristotle, Plotinus thinks that the “power and the substance of the soul does 
something like reading the impressions (τοὺς τύπους) written on the air when they come near and 
reach the point at which they can be seen.”130 But he does not settle for sporadic and temporary 
contact between the viewer and the viewed as posited by other theorists. Rather, because he 
considers the soul indivisible in being one substance coextensive with the entire universe 
(although simultaneously divided among individual beings), Plotinus prefers to discuss 
perception in terms of “sympathy (συμπαθὲς).”131  He says,  
But if sympathy depends on being one living thing (συμπαθὲς τῷ ἓν ζῷον εἶναι), and we 
are affected (πάσχομεν) because we are in one and belong to one, how is continuity 
(συνέχειαν) not needed when there is perception of something far off? The answer is that 
continuity and the intermediary are there because the living being must be continuous 
(συνεχὲς), but the affection is only incidentally of something continuous, or we shall have 
to say that everything is affected by everything. But if one thing is affected by one thing 
and another by another, not in the same way, one would have no need at all of an 
intermediary.132  
Everything in the material world, by nature of its sharing in a single, living soul, is thus 
sympathetic and continuous.  
 
130Ennead IV.6.2 (τὴν μέντοι δύναμιν καὶ τὴν τῆς ψυχῆς οὐσίαν οἷον ἀναγνῶναι τοὺς τύπους ἐν τῷ ἀέρι 
γεγραμμένους ἐλθόντας πλησίον, εἰς ὃ ἐλθόντες πεφύκασιν ὁρᾶσθαι).  
 





     I do not elaborate Plotinus’ optic theory to claim that John Chrysostom intimately knew or 
was committed to his visual schema. What I wish to demonstrate is the inescapable materiality 
and the embodied ontologies of ancient perceptual theories—that even thinkers such as Plotinus 
who conceive of some duality between body and soul push more for continuity between the two 
than for complete distinction. Thus, when John asserts that the sight of the coffins “strikes” the 
demons’ eyes and causes them to turn away, the ancient medico-philosophical context dictates 
that he means this in a literal, material way.  
     Thus, Chrysostom’s use of perceptual rhetoric shapes his discourse on the physical harm that 
the relics bring to demons, constructing boundaries of sanctity and pollution in the Antiochene 
and Constantinopolitan landscape. In On Saint Drosis, he says that the demons “fear their dust” 
and “flee their tombs” not because they “fear corpses,” but because “they suffer (πάσχουσι)” as 
if there were “some fire and unbearable punishment” or “power whipping them within (τὴν 
ἔνδον μαστίζουσαν αὔτους δύναμιν).”133  Abstract emotional responses are not what cause 
demons to leave the presence of the saints, but physical affections brought about by the power 
that resides in holy bodies.  
     Likewise, in the Homily After the Remains of the Martyrs, John constructs the sanctity of the 
space around the martyrs’ shrines and of those people, like the Empress, who attend to them by 
explaining how the demons are perceptually injured by the sight of the relics. He says that the 
bones of the saints “release a flash of light that is more brilliant” than the sun itself. He reasons 
that although “demons experience no adverse effects (πάσχουσι οὔδεν) when they look at the 
rays of the sun . . . because they cannot bear the brilliance that bursts forth from here 
(ἐκπηδῶσαν λαμπηδόνα), they are blinded and run away and take refuge from a considerable 
 
133De S. Droside martyre 6 (PG 50.686).  
49 
 
distance.”134 Not only this, but they cry out “as the ray of light leapt forth (ἐκπηδώστης) from the 
bones and proceeded to burn to a crisp the array of opposing powers.”135 The power that 
emanates from the relics touches the demons in both a visual and a haptic manner, physically 
displacing them from the sacred space around the tombs. Furthermore, the relics’ power 
materially consecrates the space as people visit, for “so great is the power (δύναμις) of the ashes 
of the saints because it does not just sit inside (ἔνδον ἐγκαθημένη) the relics, but even extends 
beyond (περαιτέρω προϊοῦσα) them and repels (τὰς ἀκαθάρτους ἀπελαυνοῦσα δυνάμεις) the 
unclean powers and abundantly sanctifies (ἁγιάζουσα) those who approach with faith.”136 As we 
have seen, John overwhelmingly attributes this sanctification to the physiological process of 
vision.  
 
Receiving Blessings  
     Finally, in addition to using optic terminology for “striking” the eyes, Chrysostom also 
frequently uses the technical words λαμβάνω and δέχομαι (“to receive”), derived from Aristotle 
and those in his tradition, to describe the physical process of sight and its embodied effects on 
those who visually experience the relics. One of the most telling examples of this comes from the 
homily On Saint Meletius, preached about the Antiochene Nicene bishop who had died just five 
years prior to John’s eulogy. As stated above, John relates that, upon Meletius’ return from a 
period of exile, when the inhabitants of the city came out to greet him, “some drew near and 
touched his feet and kissed his hands and heard his voice, while others, hindered by the multitude 
 
134Homilia dicta postquam reliquiae martyrum 469.30-4 (PG 63.469).  
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and only seeing him from afar, as if receiving (δεξάμενοι) sufficient blessing from the sight (τῆς 
ὄψεως) and acquiring (ἐσχήκοτες) nothing less than those who were near him, thus went away 
with every assurance.”137 Here John claims that onlookers’ visual experience of Meletius 
rendered them the exact same benefits as those who touched him. John’s attention to the 
physiology of vision as a means of sanctification becomes even clearer when he says that “all 
who were unable to approach [Meletius], as if they were perceiving (αἰσθανόμενοι) some 
spiritual glory were being sent out (ἐκπεμπομένης) from that holy head and passing through 
(διικνουμένης) to those farthest away, all went away filled with every blessing (εὐλογίας) from 
the sight alone (ἀπὸ τῆς θεωρίας μονῆς).”138 Here, he betrays the assumption of the ancients that 
sight is caused by either matter or qualities travelling from the object of sight, moving through 
the air, and physically impacting the viewer who “receives” it,  taking on its character and thus 
rendering it visible.  
     In his homily On Saint Barlaam, likely preached in Antioch due to the close association 
between this martyr and the city, John contrasts voyeuristic gazing with looking at the martyrs’ 
tombs, urging his listeners to overcome the “flame of desire” in the same way that Barlaam 
overcame the flames of torture.139 On the one hand, he describes the harm that can come from 
the sight of beautiful bodies: “Just as it is impossible for a person when touching (ἁπτομενον) 
fire not to receive (δέξασθαι) a burn, so more sharply than fire the sight (θεωρία) of beautifully-
formed faces (ὄψεων) attacks (ἐπιλαμβάνεται) the soul that gazes (βλέπουσαν) in an unbridled 
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manner.”140 Chrysostom explains the negative effects on the souls of those who view improper 
sights by claiming that they experience something worse than a burn. It is better, he asserts, to 
view the saints’ relics, which can change a person for the better. He compares the experience of 
viewing the tombs to the behavioral change created in a soldier upon viewing a warrior’s tent 
after battle. Just as fresh blood and spoils rouse a soldier to action, so “we have brought you 
beside the tombs of the holy martyrs, so that from the sight (ὄψεως) you too may receive 
(λαβῆτε) some encouragement to virtue and you may strip and set upon the same zeal.”141 
Venerators of the relics “receive” the noble qualities of the martyr that are carried through visual 
impressions, which produces change in their bodies and emotions. John further exhorts his 
listeners to imitate the martyrs by denying themselves desirous thoughts and actions, such as a 
luxurious lifestyle, drinking, and lavish appearances.142 
     Chrysostom also construes the bodies of Juventinus and Maximus, two imperial soldiers 
under Julian, as sites of sanctity for Christians. H. C. Teitler has shown that it is unclear whether 
Julian killed these two soldiers for being Christians or for participating in a plot to assassinate 
him. Nevertheless, John claims they were killed for rebuking Julian’s impiety and for 
proclaiming Christ, even though Julian refused to recognize them as martyrs, accusing them of 
treason instead.143  Thus, he exploits the emperor’s unpopularity and the bodies of those he 
executed in order to advance his religious politics. He claims that the soldiers’ relics are sources 
of grace and blessing for Christians, and he encourages people to “walk there with great 
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enthusiasm, so that from the sight (ὄψεως) of these holy memorials and from the thought of their 
contests, receiving (λαβόντες) from everywhere many great treasures (θησαυρούς) we may also 
be empowered to finish the present life according to what seems right to God.”144 Again, 
Christians can partake of these martyrs’ emotional courage and bodily endurance against pagan 
enemies just by looking at their remains.  
     In his Discourse on Babylas, John provides a more sustained description of how a person 
“receives” the image of the relics through sight. He says,  
And if anyone approaches such a tomb, he immediately receives a distinct perception of 
this energy (τῆς ἐνεργείας εὐθέως ταυτῆς σαφῆ λάμβανει τὴν αἴσθησιν).  . . . Afterwards, 
one who has had this experience (ὁ παθῶν) returns from there filled (πληροθεῖς) with 
great zeal . . . That the vision (φαντασία) of the dead enters the souls (ἐγγινεται ταῖς τῶν 
ζῶντων ψυχαῖς) of the living at their burial sites becomes clear if one considers mourners, 
who as soon as they approach the grave of the dead, immediately address them from the 
threshold, as if they saw (ὡσπερ ἴδοντες) instead of the tomb those who lie in the tomb 
standing up. Many of those who are inconsolable in their sorrow have settled themselves 
for all time beside the monuments of the dead; they would not have done so, if they did 
not receive (ἐλάμβανον) some consolation from the sight (ὑπὸ τῆς ὀψέως) of the place . . 
.."145   
In addition to the term λαμβάνω, this passage contains a range of technical optical vocabulary. 
Therefore, we will use it as a touchstone of analysis by demonstrating its lexical relationship to 
the optical theories of Aristotle, Plotinus, and Epicurus.  
     John describes the “receiving” of an image with the words λαμβάνω and δέχομαι, much as 
Aristotle does in his famous metaphor of the signet ring in wax. Aristotle says,  
Sense is that which is receptive of the form of sensible objects (τὸ δεκτικὸν τῶν 
αἰσθητῶν εἰδῶν) without the matter, just as the wax receives the impression ((δέχεται τὸ 
σημεῖον) of the signet-ring without the iron or the gold, and receives (λαμβάνει) the 
impression of the gold or bronze, but not as gold or bronze; so in every case sense is 
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affected (πάσχει) by that which has colour, or flavour, or sound, but by it, not qua having 
a particular identity, but qua having a certain quality, and in virtue of its formula.146 
For Aristotle, vision entails a person receiving a form or quality—something immaterial—
through the alteration of the material body. Just as the wax receives a signifying impression 
(σημεῖον) through the material alteration of the wax, so a person perceives when a potentiality in 
his unmoving soul is activated by material changes and movements in his body. Drawing on this 
idea, John describes the physical effects of seeing the relics upon the soul of the viewer: burning, 
empowering, sanctifying. The soul’s experience and embodied effects go hand in hand among 
the ancient Greeks, who conceived of soul and body as tightly linked in physiological processes.  
     Chrysostom, Aristotle, and Plotinus also employ derivatives of πάσχω to describe the visual 
experience. For Chrysostom, “the one who experiences (ὁ παθῶν)” the relics visually receives an 
impression of their energy, is filled with zeal, has a vision enter her soul, and receives 
consolation—the embodied, qualitative effects of sight on a person. Aristotle sums up such 
experiences well: “Affections of the soul (τὰ τῆς ψυχῆς πάθη) are formulae expressed in 
matter.”147 Furthermore, he clearly states the entanglement of the soul with its body, claiming 
that “the affections of the soul, such as anger and fear, are inseparable from the matter of living 
things (ἀχώριστα τῆς φυσικῆς ὕληςτῶν ζῴων) in which their nature is manifested.”148 Plotinus 
places himself in the same line of thought, although with a slight difference. He claims that “The 
whole soul perceives the affection in the body without being affected itself (πᾶσα δὲ ᾔσθετο τὸ 
ἐκεῖ πάθος οὐκ αὐτὴν παθοῦσα).”149 For him, the affection is what takes place in the sense organ, 
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while the soul is merely aware (τὸ γνώναι) of the affection. Nevertheless, as stated previously, 
Plotinus sees the soul and sense perception as embodied and thus inseparable from material 
παθήματα. Therefore, when Chrysostom employs Aristotelian and Plotinian optical terminology, 
he demonstrates his assumption that either some quality or power is materially transferred from 
the relics to those who view them, which produce embodied emotional and physical effects.  
     Chrysostom also explains in the Discourse that, when people view the saints’ tombs, “the 
vision (φαντασία) of the dead enters the souls” of viewers such that they perceive the person in 
the tomb standing there and not just the tomb itself. The term φαντασία has a long history in 
ancient optical theories, beginning with Epicurus. According to his atomist theory of perception, 
“we derive a presentation (λαβῶμεν φαντασίαν) by contact (ἐπιβλητικῶς ) either with the mind 
(διανοίᾳ) or with the sense organs (αἰσθητηρίοις).”150 This presentation is the resulting, coherent 
image humans receive from the continuous emanation of films from visible objects. Moving 
forward in time, Aristotle uses this term to refer to what we call the imagination. He says that “it 
is impossible to even think without a mental picture (φαντάσματος).”151 These mental pictures 
are the remaining impressions of the affections that move the soul, for “imagination, as a kind of 
movement, occurs in connection with what is perceptible and cannot exist without sensation.”152 
Basically, φαντάσματα are memories that can produce “knowledge or sensation without the 
actualization of these faculties.”153 But Aristotle also notes that a person can think of a mental 
picture as “as an object of contemplation (θεώρημα) in itself” that can affect a person like a 
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sensible object.154 Thus, both Epicurus’ and Aristotle’s use of φαντασία allow that John thinks of 
this as a materially efficacious image that can console venerators who receive it into their souls.  
 
Conclusion  
     This chapter has shown that John Chrysostom uses terminology derived from various optic 
theorists to explain how the blessings, power, and sanctity abiding in the relics of the saints are 
materially transferred to people by means of vision. By appealing to cultural assumptions about 
the physiology of vision, John offers not only a map of sanctity, but also a dynamic process of 
sanctification. Human beings do not merely call upon, worship, and approach the sanctity that 
rests within relics; they engage and interact with it, are affected by it, and become absorbed into 
the hierarchical relationship between holiness and profanity. John thus offers his listeners a mode 
of corporeal knowledge, a way in which they can know that God’s power is at work in the world 
through their bodies. This embodied knowledge is manifested in the effects it produces on those 
who view the relics. The final chapter will explain how John’s goal of constructing his 
community’s sanctity comes full circle in his language about the resulting effects of the visual 
process. For sanctity—the power and blessings of God that is mediated through the saints—is 
manifested for John in the altered thoughts, emotions, and behaviors of those who visually 











CHAPTER 3: EMBODIED SANCTITY AND THE PSYCHO-SOMATIC EFFECTS OF 
VISION 
 
     The physiology of vision as theorized among ancient Greek philosophers and physicians 
dictates that the body actually undergo physical change when it receives the impact, impressions, 
or pathoi coming from visible objects. This chapter, then, focuses on the psycho-somatic, and 
thus emotional and behavioral, alterations that John asserts will occur in his listeners as a result 
of the visual process. For the sanctity of a tomb and the relics it holds are of little value unless 
that sanctity can be demonstrably reproduced in the bodies that visit them. John frequently 
elaborates on four embodied effects that the sight of the relics has on viewers: increased zeal or 
enthusiasm, psychical heating and cooling, behavioral imitation, and embodied memory. After 
contextualizing these effects within ancient optics, the final section of this chapter will then 
situate Chrysostom’s discourse of embodied visual perception within his broader objective of 
making Antioch and Constantinople into sacred Nicene Christian landscapes, identifiable 
through the perceivable sanctity of their topographies and the pious behavior of their Christian 
citizens. By analyzing his use of optics, we can see that John guides his listeners’ behavior and 
spreads Nicene Orthodoxy throughout these cities by appealing not to theology, but to embodied, 
corporeal knowledge. 
     Chrysostom’s emphasis on bodies and the way in which the martyrs’ tombs can change their 
perceived behavior becomes clear in his homily On martyrs, in which he details the appropriate 




They ought to be recognizable to everyone, by their gaze, their deportment, their walk, 
their contrition, their composed thoughts, breathing fire, restrained, sober, vigilant, 
announcing their inner philosophy through the movements of their body (διὰ τῶν 
κινημάτων τοῦ σώματος τὴν ἔνδοθεν ἀνακηρυττοντα φιλοσοφίαν). Let us return to the 
city thus, with appropriate discipline, with orderly walking, with understanding and 
prudence, with a gentle and calm gaze.155 
 
John is clearly concerned with transforming the minds and bodies of his listeners, a change 
which is rendered visible through a certain bodily demeanor. To be good members of his Nicene 
community—that is, to be good Christians—one must walk, look, and interact with others as 
John prescribes, which can be achieved through the psycho-physiological effects of viewing the 
saints’ relics.  
 
Zeal and Enthusiasm 
     One of the most frequent effects John argues that the sight of the relics has on viewers is to 
change their attitude by making them more enthusiastic in their religiosity. For example, in On 
Drosis John elaborates on how the sight of the relics can make a lazy person more zealous. He 
claims that “the viewing (θεωρία) of the tombs itself contributes in no small part [in urging] us 
toward philosophy. For the soul, through this sight (ὀψέως), even if it is lazy (ῥᾳθυμος), is 
quickly moderated, and if it is zealous (σπουδαία) and alert (διεγηγερμένη), from this sight 
(ὀψέως) it becomes more zealous.”156 People who are more zealous both think and act differently 
than lazy people by avoiding sin, rejecting wealth, and spending more time at the martyrs’ 
festivals.157 Furthermore, “it is necessary . . .  to receive from the sight these ideas (ἀπὸ τῆς 
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ὄψεως δέξασθαι λογισμούς) and, upon receiving them, to become more elevated and to be freed 
from emotional attachment to the affairs of this life.”158 A mere walk past the tombs renders 
people “more elevated (ὑψηλότερον),” “more zealous (εὐτονωτέρα),” more enthusiastic (μείζων 
ἡ προθυμία), and “more fervent (θερμότερα).”159 John feels that the sight of the relics—that is, 
the ὄψις that comes into contact with the eye—stimulates thoughts in people that can draw them 
out of the fog of mundane affairs. It can produce new emotions and ultimately cause a person to 
stop sinning. Thoughts, emotions, and actions are not distinct phenomena for John, but occur on 
a spectrum of embodied Christian living. 
     The Discourse on Babylas perhaps states most clearly how the sight of the relics enthuses 
people, as John enumerates the rewards one can garner for attending to the relics instead of 
pagan festivities. In one instance, he writes that “the tombs of the saints occupy second place 
after the word in the power that they have to excite (διεγείρειν) a similar zeal (ζῆλον) in the souls 
of those who behold them (τῶν θεωμένων) . . . Afterwards, one who has had this experience (ὁ 
παθῶν) returns from there filled (πληροθείς) with great zeal and a changed person.”160 Again, 
when one comes to the shrine of Babylas in Daphne and “sees (ἰδῶν) the martyr's shrine from the 
entrance of the suburb, he is chastened and, becoming more pious by the sight (διὰ τῆς ὀψέως) . . 
. immediately hastens to the coffin. And when he comes there, he is affected with great fear, 
renounces all cynicism, and departs on wings.”161 Just seeing the tombs can make a person a 
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better Christian, making her so pious and excited about her faith that she can’t help but visit the 
martyrs’ tombs more.  
     Along with an increased zeal for piety comes a decrease in concern for this life and its 
affluence, health, and suffering. For “if a person bitterly laments poverty, from this sight (ὀψέως) 
he immediately receives comfort (παραμυθίαν); and if a person thinks much of their wealth, he is 
humbled and deflated. For the sight (ὄψις) of the tombs compels each of the viewers (τῶν 
ὁρῶντων)” to show concern for their afterlife rather than this life and, thus, to cease from sin.162  
The physiological forces at play in creating such humility in regards to wealth appear in John’s 
homily On Julian. Here, he argues that “if you are wealthy and proud and you have an inflamed 
soul, coming here and seeing (ἴδων) the martyr and considering the gap between your wealth and 
its riches, you will immediately suppress your conceit, and removing your inflammation you will 
leave having great health in your soul.”163 Puffed up souls will thus be materially altered to 
produce better Christians. A poor person, on the other hand, will “come and see the wealth of the 
martyr and scorn outward possessions and will thus leave having filled [oneself] with much 
discipline.”164 Presumably, the effects of the sight on the soul will actually change the arrogant 
or needy behavior of visitors.  
     The physical and emotional benefits of the relics are clear when John encourages those who 
are “despondent (ἐν ἀθυμίᾳ), or sick (ἐν νόσοις), or abused (ἐν ἐπηρείᾳ), or in some other 
condition of life, or in a depth of sin” to come to the tombs of the saints so that they “will put 
aside all of these thing and will come back with great pleasure, having rendered their conscience 
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lighter (κουφότερον) from the sight (θεωρία) alone.” Viewing the relics can thus remove 
depression, cure illnesses, and reduce the pain of abuse and sin. Even people who are already 
happy and content “by coming here and seeing (ἰδῶν) this saint . . . will hold good things 
unchanging (ἀκινήτα), persuaded by the memory of [the saint’s] good works to moderate one’s 
soul, and not allowing his conscience to become puffed up to any swollenness by his good 
deeds.”165  The sight of the relics thus aids in maintaining a humble psychical and corporeal 
balance in those who live a Christian life.  
     The psycho-somatic modifications that Chrysostom ascribes to vision make sense in light of 
ancient optic theories, which typically describe movement or qualitative alteration to the body—
and in some cases to the particles that make up the soul—during the visual process. Aristotle, for 
example, states that “sensation is being moved and acted upon (τῷ κινεῖσθαί τε καὶ πάσχειν), a 
change of state (ἀλλοίωσίς).”166 For vision in particular, he explains that “color moves the 
transparent medium, e.g., the air, and this, being continuous, acts upon the sense organ.”167 As 
explained previously, while Aristotle thinks that sensation is the actualization of qualities that are 
potentially present, he still thinks that material bodily alterations are what enable perceptions of 
qualities or forms by the soul.168  
     Ptolemy likewise ascribes visual perception to a change or motion in the visual flux that the 
eye emits. The various changes that the eye can perceive are “growth,” “diminution,” those 
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“involving shapes and colors,” and “locomotion.”169 He describes these changes in material 
terms, stating that the visual faculty  
perceives them and recognizes any change (mutationem) in them when they are 
noticeably altered (mutantur) . . . for example, it perceives growth when the [visual] 
angle subtended by a given magnitude that remains spatially fixed becomes larger than it 
was before . . . And it perceives a change in color when the color-effect of a given body 
on the visual faculty is altered, and the visual faculty [thereby] suffers a different passion 
(susciperit aliam passionem) from the passions of colors arising in it [earlier] from the 
object.170 
 
Not only is the visual flux affected by these changes, but the rest of the body is as well through a 
sort of proprioceptive awareness. Ptolemy states that “the motion and rest of the visual flux . . . is 
apprehended not by the visual faculty but by the sense of touch that extends to the Governing 
Faculty, in the same way that we do not discern the motion of our hands by sight when our eyes 
are closed by means of a continuous [sense-link] that reaches to the Governing Faculty.”171 That 
is, the body, being continuous from the brain to the eyes to the visual flux, “feels” the alterations 
produced by various colors and shapes.  
      Galen, too, recognizes the material alteration that sensation involves. He explains that “each 
of the sense instruments,” including the eyes, “needs a nerve . . . and a soft one because, if there 
is to be sensation, a sense instrument must somehow be acted upon (διατεθῆναι) and affected by 
the exterior objects encountered (παθεῖν . . . ὑπὸ τοῦ προσπεσόντος ἔξωθεν), and a soft substance 
is better suited to receive impressions (πρὸς τὸ παθεῖν ἐπιτηδειότερον).”172 The instrument of 
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forms images, remembers, and reasons.”173 The impressions actually alter the body of the viewer 
such that Galen sees soft nerves as better than hard nerves for perception.  
     Because he draws from a medical context that conceives of sensation as alteration, it is no 
surprise that Chrysostom asserts that the sight of the relics can change a viewer. What is more 
interesting, however, is that, like ancient philosophers who saw the soul as embodied or even 
corporeal in itself, John too considers changes caused by perception to be embodied. Whether 
viewing the relics brings elevated thoughts, comforts the poor person, or humbles the rich, such 
alterations are inescapably bound to psycho-somatic effects. Emotional and noetic changes 
therefore entail bodily heating, excitement, and the appropriate inflation of the soul.  
 
Heating and Cooling the Soul 
     Viewing the relics helps to strike another physiological balance by heating and cooling the 
soul and thus moderating the body’s actions and emotions. John proclaims that, “just as springs 
of cold streams refresh the bodies that are weary and burning up with fever, thus also [the 
coffins] cool (καταψύχουσι) the souls inflamed (κατακαυθεῖσας) with wicked passions (παθῶν). 
And wicked desire (ἐπιθυμίαν), and consuming envy, and seething rage (θύμον ζέοντα) . . . from 
sight alone (ἀπὸ ὀψέως μονῆς) they quench.174 As we have already learned from Plato, the 
Greeks thought that emotional and bodily comportment were the product of a particular balance 
of elements and temperatures of the body and, for some, of the soul’s particles.175 If excessive 
heat in the body produced too much desire or anger in a person, viewing the relics could cool her 
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down, temper her emotions, and thus render her behavior more suitable for a Christian. Again, 
John asserts that 
while youth, recklessness, unreason, wine, and surfeit envelop the thoughts (λογισμοὺς) 
worse than a flame (φλογὸς), the dew (δρόσος) from the blessed one, descending through 
the eyes into the soul of those who see him (διὰ τῶν ὀψέων εἰς τὴν τῶν ὁρωμένων 
καταβαίνουσα ψυχήν ), put the flame to sleep, extinguished the conflagration, and 
instilled great piety of the mind (διανοίας).176 
 
The sight, compared to dew, cools the mind when it physically travels through the eyes and 
impinges upon the soul, thus putting an end to reckless behavior and making a person, to John’s 
mind, more recognizably Christian. 
     But the relics are not limited to their ability to cool. Some people apparently came to the 
shrines not hot enough, for John claims, “when you went to a martyrion, with no one prompting 
you, just looking at the tomb (τὸν τάφον μονὸν ἴδοντες), you poured out many fountains of tears, 
and you were heated up (διεθερμάνθητε) in your prayers.”177 Just as with his language about 
increased zeal, physical perception leads to both ethical and bodily change: both increased 
concern for prayer and bodily mourning. He claims that the φαντασία and memory (μνήμη) of 
the martyr is “what pricks (τὸ κεντοῦν) the conscience” and causes a person to repent, pray for 
forgiveness, and “return home again with great refreshment (ψυχαγογίας).”178 John wants these 
perceptual experiences to elicit corporeal displays of piety in his listeners, exclaiming “Let us 
cling to those coffins with faith! Let us set our minds on fire (διαθερμάνθωμεν τὴν διανοίαν)! Let 
us stir up (κινησῶμεν) lamentations!” He then explains how these laments for one’s past sins 
lead to public confession and “punish[ment of] the wicked desires from which the sins arose.”179 
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That is, the heating of the soul aroused by seeing the relics brings people to reflect on their sins, 
express their sorrow in a physical, emotional manner, and ultimately to alter their behavior, a 
tightly linked series of modifications to the human viewer.   
     Heat as a component of the visual process is commonly mentioned among optic theorists. As 
already explained, Plato ascribes vision to fiery particles emanating from both the eye and the 
visible object. Although Plato admits that this fire did not “have the property of burning but of 
giving a mild light” so as to make like come into contact with like through the fiery medium of 
the illuminated air, this fire is still physically potent on the body. Its motion “penetrates and 
dissolves the very passages of the eyes, and causes a volume of fire and water to pour forth from 
them, which we call ‘tears,’” which allow people to perceive color.180 For Plato, fire is hot 
(θερμόν) because it “acts upon our bodies by dividing and cutting,” having a property of 
“sharpness (ὀξύτης).”181 Heat as a component of the visual experience is thus particularly apt for 
Chrysostom’s rhetoric, which describes the demonstrable bodily changes that the sight of the 
relics can produce.  
     Lucretius too ascribes sense perception in part to heat. As an atomist in the tradition of 
Epicurus, Lucretius claims that the mind or soul consists of “a kind of thin breath mixed with 
heat (quaedam . . . aura mixta vapore)” along with “air (aer).”182 But in order to explain 
perception, Lucretius must add another element, for which he can provide no name. “Nothing 
exists more easily moved and more thin” than this anonymous element, which “first distributes 
the sense-giving motions through the limbs . . . After that, heat (calor) takes on the movement, 
 
 








and the unseen power of the wind, then the air; after which all is set in movement.”183  In other 
words, Lucretius sees heat as the most microscopic instance of identifiable movement (after that 
of the unnamed element) and therefore ascribes sensory perception to this form of motion. John’s 
exhortation to “set our minds on fire” by touching and looking at the tombs would make perfect 
sense to an audience that ascribes thought, aroused by sensory perception, to the motion of heat.  
     The enduring heating effects of visual objects on a human body are made explicit by Galen. 
He says that “in vision, the eye and air are simultaneously affected and the alteration ceases 
instantly with the disappearance of the luminous body.” That is, when light is no longer present 
to sensitize the air surrounding the eye to incoming impressions, the material alterations caused 
by those impressions on the air, pneuma, and body also cease. Nevertheless, Galen thinks that 
“heat or cold remain after the radiating body has been removed,” as the body retains the physical 
effects of sight.184 John Chrysostom thus molds his conceptualization of the relics’ lasting 
transformative power in accordance with the heating effects that vision entails. For John, the 
alterations of visible objects upon bodies in the form of heating and cooling can cause lasting 
emotional, moral, and behavioral changes in those who view the relics of the saints, making their 
bodies partakers in sanctity.  
 
Imitation 
     People can also be physically changed by imitating the martyrs’ dispositions and actions, 
which they perceive through sight. Indeed, as Rebecca Falcasantos explains, John shows concern 
in his treatise On Vainglory for placing children in an environment where they will receive the 
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correct sensory stimuli for them to imitate. He describes “the eyes, the tongue, the hearing, the 
sense of smell, and . . . the sense of touch” as “gates” through which “thoughts are corrupted or 
rightly guided.”185 It should be clear by now that Chrysostom means this in a literal and material 
way; forms or particles actually enter through the sense organs, impinging upon the body and the 
soul and reproducing their qualities in the perceiver. Falcasantos notes that “For John, the soul is 
not an incorporeal entity or immaterial force. Invisible and intangible to the ordinary senses as it 
may be, the soul nonetheless has substance and form, which are physically shaped as it comes 
into contact with its surroundings through the senses. These experiences themselves have a 
substantive quality to them, in that they make lasting impressions on the soul.”186 Children 
should therefore avoid the revelry of the circus and the theater in favor of churches, the outdoors, 
and time with family, for whatever sensory impressions a child receives, it will be inclined to 
mimic them.187 
     The same apparently goes for adults who both view holy bodies and visualize the martyrs’ 
struggles. In his homily On Saint Meletius, John recounts Meletius’ presidency of the Council of 
Constantinople in 381, paying particular attention to those who saw Meletius. He declares that 
“the bishops of the whole world, looking at his holiness as if at an archetypal image (ὥσπερ εἰς 
ἀρχέτυπον εἰκόνα τὴν ἁγιωσύνην τὴν ἐκείνου ἴδοντες), and receiving (λάβοντες) a brilliant 
example of the ministry of that office from him, obtained a sure and very clear canon according 
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to which it is necessary to manage and govern the churches.”188 He continues that they “beheld 
(ἐθεάσαντο) him and learned from him precisely his discretion, wisdom, zeal for the faith, and 
every virtue fit for a priest perfected in him.”189 When all these bishops saw Meletius at the 
council, which proclaimed Nicene Christianity orthodox, the wisdom, faith, and virtue that the 
bishops saw in the saint with whom they made visual contact were presumably those of the 
Nicene party. Thus, the “holiness” materially transferred from Meletius to the bishops through 
sight is specifically a holiness associated with Nicene Christianity, and its “archetypal image” is 
“perfected” in Meletius for perception and imitation by other bishops. Chrysostom thus deploys 
philosophical notions of optics to construct contact between the perfect image of Nicene 
Christianity in Saint Meletius and the bishops of the whole world through sight. 
     Imitation can similarly come about through mental images produced in listeners by John’s 
ekphrastic descriptions of holy bodies. As Liz James and Ruth Webb demonstrate, late ancient 
and Byzantine ekphrases seek to make listeners cognitively and emotionally reimagine what is 
being described.190 Within this rhetorical milieu, Chrysostom uses corporeal, emotionally intense 
rhetoric to recount the martyrdom of the mother and her seven sons in his Homily 1 on the 
Maccabees. After describing the emotional endurance of the mother while watching her sons be 
killed, John cries,  
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Oh that utterly bitter and most pleasant sight! Most bitter on account of the nature of the 
things that happened, and most pleasant on account of the disposition of the woman 
watching (ὁρῶσης). For she did not see (ἕωρα) the flowing blood, but she saw the crowns 
of righteousness being woven. She did not look (ἔβλεπε) at the ribs being pierced 
through, but she looked at the eternal dwellings being built. She did not see (ἕωρα) 
executioners standing around, but she saw angels circling.191  
 
With this sequence of images, John visually recreates the martyrdom of the sons for his 
audience, as well as the experience of watching through the eyes of their mother.   
     Shortly thereafter, he prescribes the appropriate emotional reactions for his audience, telling 
mothers to “emulate the courage of the woman, the love of her offspring.” He tells parents to 
“project this whole tragedy onto their own children, to sketch the longed-for face, outlining for 
themselves the darlings, to paint these sufferings on them,” so that they might feel the pain that 
the women felt.192 Once he has verbally produced these images and encouraged the audience to 
imagine their own children being tortured, he invites everyone to  
copy (ἀπογράψαντες) the contests and wrestling matches as if on a tablet of our heart, to 
have the endurance of that woman stored up (ἐναποκειμένην) in our soul as a perpetual 
counsel for scorning terrors, so that by imitating (μιμησάμενοι) the virtue of these saints 
here, we may be able to partake of their crowns there, displaying as much endurance in 
the irrational passions (τοῖς ἀλόγοις πάθοις), anger, and desire for money, bodies, 
vainglory, and all such things, as they displayed philosophy in their dangers.193 
 
 
With mental images as substitutes for the actual visual experiences of the martyrs’ bodies, 
listeners can imitate the mother’s and sons’ behavior by applying their endurance and virtue to 
their own affairs, a process mediated by John’s prescription of emotions. The preacher’s 
ekphrases make this easier by enabling his audience to receive and imitate physical impressions 
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of the martyrs on their souls. John thus aims to alter the behavior of his congregants by making 
them less prone to anger, greed, lust, and vanity. 
     A call to imitation in the context of sensory perception comes again in John’s Homily 2 on the 
Maccabees. After describing in detail the death of the final son, he shifts back to the mother as 
the one who suffered most of all, claiming that  
through all her sense organs she received the experience (διὰ τῶν αἰσθηρηρίων ἁπάντων 
τὴν πειρὰν ἐδέχετο) of her children, seeing through her eyes (διὰ τῶν ὀφθαλμῶν ὁρῶσα), 
hearing through listening to the beloved words, receiving (δεχομένη) through her nose 
that sweet and noxious smoke from their flesh . . . that smoke which fouled the air but did 
not foul the woman’s mind; for she stood unwavering and unmoved, remaining steadfast 
in everything that happened.194 
 
  Referring to multiple senses and using δέχομαι, John is clearly deploying medico-philosophical 
terminology to recreate the perceptual experience of the mother. This again leads to a call for 
parents, as well as ascetics, to “imitate (μιμείσθεσαν)” and “emulate (ζηλοῦτωσαν)” her 
endurance.195 Her suffering and patience are a model for parental behavior and for voluntary 
bodily suffering, and the audience’s visualization of her steadfastness enables their imitation.   
     The perceptual theories of Aristotle and those in his tradition appear to be the milieu from 
which John draws his idea that people imitate what they absorb through their senses. As 
previously explained, Aristotle thinks that sensation is the actualization of a quality that is 
present in the sensible object and that is potentially present in the sense organ, wherein the sense 
organ “becomes like that object, and shares its quality (ὡμοιῶται καὶ ἐστιν ἐκεῖνο).”196 That is, 
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the organ—the person’s body—simulates what it sees, touches, and hears. Plotinus expands upon 
this idea, arguing that the soul can become either like things in this world or like things in the 
intelligible realm through memories derived either from sense perception of from recollection of 
intelligible forms. He asserts that the soul  
in general is and becomes (ἐκεῖνό ἐστι καὶ γίνεται) what it remembers. For remembering is 
either thinking or imagining (φαντάζεσθαι); and the image (φαντασία) comes to the soul 
not by possession, but as it sees, so it is disposed (οἷα ὁρᾷ, καὶ [οἷα] διάκειται); and if it 
sees (ἴδῃ) sense-objects, it sinks low (ἔχει τὸ βάθος) in proportion to the amount of them it 
sees. For because it possesses all things in a secondary way, and not so perfectly [as 
Intellect], it becomes all things (πάντα γίνεται), and since it is a thing belonging to the 
frontier between the worlds, and occupies a corresponding position, it moves in both 
directions.197 
 
Ideally, the soul will recall the intelligible world from which it derives. But mostly souls 
perceive and recall the material world around them. Within the latter realm, vision can determine 
the disposition and form that the soul takes. The soul’s replication of the qualities of visible 
objects happens by means of a vaguely defined “third thing,” which must be “suitable to be 
assimilated (ὁμοιωθῆναι) to each of the extremes,” to the sensible object and to the immovable 
soul.198  
     Less concerned with the subtleties of Plotinian philosophy and drawing more from a general 
cultural awareness of how perception worked, Chrysostom adopts the idea that bodies become 
like what they perceive, although he does so in a way that aligns with his own conception of 
God’s location in the cosmos. For Plotinus, the soul’s assimilation to the qualities of earthly 
objects produces a negative impact, which he describes in the above passage as “sinking low.” 
But Chrysostom, who, like many late ancient Christians, conceived of a world imbued with 
 






divine power and grace, was perfectly comfortable with telling his audience to view and 
subsequently imitate the virtues of holy bodies here on earth.199 The qualities of those bodies 
such as “endurance,” “zeal,” and correct doctrine, along with divine energy and “holiness,” 
assimilated themselves to the bodies of onlookers, producing more pious Christians.   
 
Embodied Memory 
     Finally, John Chrysostom uses memory, the result of the visual process, as a site of discourse 
on how to receive and embody the power of the saints. At the end of On Barlaam, John 
expresses his preference that his congregants attend the festivals of the martyrs rather than the 
theater. Even more than theater-goers, who “store up in their souls” all of the “impressions of 
images (εἰδώλων τοὺς τύπους)” that they see, he calls on his listeners to “store away 
(ἐναποθώμεθα) the martyrs in our own minds.” These memories are apparently the result of 
visual experiences, whether perceptual or ekphrastic, for John compares the memory of the 
martyrs to a painting that a painter must clean off occasionally. He also insists on the enduring 
psycho-somatic benefits of “hav[ing] the memory on your soul (ἔχῃς ἐν τῇ ψυχῇ σου τὴν 
μνήμην),” namely that the person “will not admire wealth, weep over poverty, praise glory and 
power, and in general of human affairs . . . will suppose that nothing joyous is great and nothing 
grievous unbearable. But . . . [he] will have as a constant instruction in virtue the viewing of this 
painting (τῆς εἰκόνος ταύτης τὴν θεωρίαν).”200 Furthermore, these memories can encourage 
Christians to take on a harsh lifestyle, to avoid drinking, and to reject luxury. That is, a person’s 
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attitudes and behaviors should accord with those of the martyr who is impressed into their souls 
through vision, stored in their memory.  
     Another example comes from Chrysostom’s homily On Phocas, preached in Constantinople 
upon the arrival of this saint’s relics. Encouraging his listeners to attend the festival, John 
exclaims, “I dance with the martyrs, and I skip around, looking (βλέπων) instead of at meadows 
at their trophies,” hoping to “draw (ἐπισπᾶται)” blessings from their bones. Not only do 
blessings come through vision, but the “memory (μνήμη) [of the saints] becomes fresher 
(νεαρώτερα) each day,” just as “the sun cannot in any way be extinguished.” Even though the 
martyrs’ bodies were burned to the point of making them dust and ashes, the memories that 
observers retain in their souls as a result of seeing them cannot be destroyed.201 These memories 
thus act as perennial repositories of the saints’ power abiding within the body, apparently 
prompting people to dance and skip—or at least behave joyously—as Chrysostom claims to do.  
     Memory is clearly an embodied experience for Chrysostom, as he often describes it as 
something that people can carry around and transfer to other people. Preaching in Antioch his 
homily On Eustathius, Chrysostom describes memory as a capacity for containment, telling his 
audience that “each of you who is present is a tomb (τάφος) for that saint, a living and spiritual 
tomb. For if I opened up the conscience (σύνειδος) of each of you who are present, I would find 
this saint dwelling inside your mind (ἐνδον τῆς διανοίας ὑμῶν ἐνδιαιτώμενον).” Furthermore, 
“memorials (μνήματα) of the saints are not urns, coffins, columns, or inscriptions, but good 
works, zeal for faith, and a healthy conscience toward God.”202 The memory of the saints that 
people carry around in their minds manifests itself through bodily and emotional enactments of 
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piety. In On Pelagia, too, John exhorts his listeners “to have (ἔχειν) this saint in [their] memory 
(μνήμῃ) and mind (διανοίᾳ) always” and to “return home in the same orderly fashion with which 
it is reasonable for those who are in the presence of such a saint to depart,” namely, by walking 
moderately and upright, glaring at those who fail to do so, and relating the things they have heard 
at church to others.203 Again, memory, often produced through visual experience, is a useful 
concept for Chrysostom because it is a vehicle for the demonstrable bodily effects of the saints’ 
power.  
     The analogy between memory and containment, derived primarily from Plato and Aristotle, 
reigned throughout Antiquity and into the Middles Ages. The prototypical image, as we have 
already seen, was the seal made by a signet ring on a wax tablet, most widely cited from 
Aristotle. From then on, those who discussed memory deployed a range of images to describe it: 
the storage room, animal coop, beehive, bird box, money pouch, book box, and ark, each of 
which contains its respective materials that can be likened to memories in the mind.204 Mary 
Caruthers notes that the “assumption concerning the material, and therefore spatial, nature of 
memory-images,” which is made obvious by these metaphors, “helps to account for why the 
ancients persistently thought of memoria as a kind of eye-dependent reading, a visual 
process.”205 That is, not only was a memory-image “the final product of the entire process of 
sense perception,” but the images themselves were considered objects to be contained in the 
memory and viewed by the “eye of the mind.”206 It is no surprise, then, that Chrysostom tells his 
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congregants to “store up” these objects of memory in their souls and explains how they alter 
people’s minds and bodies, since remembering them can be a semi-perceptual experience. The 
assumed materiality of memory among the Greeks becomes most clear when Aristotle posits that 
people who are too young or too old do not have good memories because their bodies—and thus 
the surface receiving the impressions—are either too soft, too hard, or too moist for the 
impression to “remain (μένει) in the soul.”207 
 
Spreading Sanctity and Othering Religious Competitors  
     As the above evidence makes clear, John Chrysostom’s ultimate goal in using optics in his 
homilies on the saints is to demonstrate that holy bodies and relics have emotional, bodily, and 
behavioral effects on those who view them. After all, there is little use in ascribing sanctity to 
certain objects unless that sanctity manifests itself in the bodies of those who interact with them. 
This chapter has shown that John describes the psycho-physiological effects of looking at relics 
in a variety of ways: making lazy people more zealous, heating the soul, cooling its passions, 
promoting endurance, rendering people humble and content, and even stopping them from 
drinking and partying.  
     But why does John want to impute sanctity to the bodies of his listeners and thus change their 
conduct? Amid his praises of the saints’ relics and their capacity to affect viewers, Chrysostom 
often contrasts their holy power with the impurity of his religious rivals. Religious competition 
was rampant in Antioch, and to a lesser extent in Constantinople, where pagans, Jews, and 
various Christian groups vied for power and space. Christine Shepardson describes Chrysostom’s 
attempts to map a sacred landscape that is meaningful to Nicene Christians, in which every 
 




aspect is imbued with religious significance.208 To this end, John contrasts the sanctity of his 
community’s saints, as well as the sanctity of the places and objects with which they come into 
contact, with the depravity and foolishness of pagans, Jews, and heretics. The material 
topography around him thus becomes tangible proof for his community’s religious superiority, 
with human bodies and their comportment as significant attestations to the Christian God’s 
activity in the world.  
     In several homilies he uses the saints and the power they emanate to draw his congregants 
away from the frivolity of pagan and civic spaces in the Daphne suburb. For example, as we 
have seen in his homily On Julian, Chrysostom scorns his congregants because “some of those 
who have gathered here today . . . under the influence of a certain laxity and naivety leaving us 
behind tomorrow will leap off to Daphne.”209 He pleads with his listeners not to indulge in the 
choruses, theater, pleasures, and sin of the suburb and to instead stay with the martyrs and obtain 
their benefits, distinguishing sharply between pagan places and Christian ones.  
     Scholars have also noted in John’s homily and discourse on Saint Babylas his rhetorical 
differentiation between pagan and Christian spaces. In this case, Babylas’ body is the means of 
spatial sanctification, no matter where it lies. In response to the emperor Julian’s claim that the 
body, placed within Apollo’s sanctuary, was hindering the deity’s communication, Chrysostom 
claims that the divine power within the body—holy power—was preventing Apollo’s response 
and cleansing the sanctuary. Likewise, when John narrates Meletius’ efforts at building a church 
for Babylas’ body on the campus martius outside Antioch, he “ensured that Meletius’ and 
Babylas’ relics continued to mark a place of power,” in contrast to Apollo’s oracle, which had 
 
208Shepardson, Controlling Contested Places, passim.  
 




been destroyed by lightning in an act of God’s wrath, according to John.210 In his homilies on the 
saints, Chrysostom construes the saints’ shrines as sacred places from which people can derive 
benefit and attain proper Christian behavior; he contrasts these to pagan shrines and civic 
entertainment spaces, which are impotent and induce shameful comportment.  
     John also distinguishes between Christian and Jewish spaces, urging congregants in his 
Antiochene Adversus Judaeos homilies not to go to Jewish synagogues and festivals. Employing 
a discourse of purity and impurity, he argues that the possession of sacred texts does not make 
synagogues holy; rather, they are places of pollution, comparable to the civic theater.211 Wendy 
Mayer has expertly argued that Chrysostom’s rhetoric of alterity against Jews and Judaizers was 
so harsh that, as research on cognitive science and language suggests, it is difficult to imagine his 
audience not hating and acting violently toward these “others.”212  
     One of John’s maneuvers in constructing this boundary between Christian and Jewish spaces 
is to claim the Maccabean martyrs for Christianity. In response to doubts about the ability of 
Christians to claim Jewish martyrs as Christian saints, Chrysostom’s interprets Jeremiah 38:31-2 
(“Behold, the days are coming, says the Lord, and I shall make a new covenant with you, one 
unlike the covenant which I made with your fathers”) to mean that by dying for the Jewish Law, 
these martyrs died for Christ, who created both the old and the new covenants.213 By rhetorically 
constructing the sanctity of the Maccabean martyrs, he can therefore reconfigure any spaces 
 
210Shepardson, Controlling Contested Places, 58-91, quote on 89; see also Mayer, “Antioch and the Intersection,” 
357-61. 
 
211Shepardson, Controlling Contested Places, 98-113. 
 
212Wendy Mayer, “Preaching Hatred? John Chrysostom, Neuroscience, and the Jews,” pp. 1-31 in Chris L. De Wet 
and Wendy Mayer, eds. Revisioning John Chrysostom: New Approaches, New Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2019). 
 




associated with their relics or memories as sacred Christian spaces. He may have intended to 
claim Matrona’s cave, a Jewish cult site which contained their relics and which many 
Antiochene Christians frequented, as a sacred space for Christians, or to sanctify through the 
martyrs’ memory the churches in Constantinople and Antioch where he preached his homilies on 
the Maccabean Martyrs. In either case, he clearly thinks that only Christian spaces are made holy 
by the saints, whereas Jewish spaces are to be avoided.214  
     Chrysostom also lived amid the spatial politics of the Trinitarian factionalism that prompted 
the Council of Constantinople in 381. When Julian recalled all Antiochene bishops back from 
exile, bishops from three different factions vied for power: the Homoian Bishop Euzoius, the 
Eustathian Nicene Bishop Paulinus, who staunchly supported Athanasius of Alexandria, and the 
Nicene Bishop Meletius, whose theology was shifty in the eyes of many Antiochenes. The 
Homoians controlled the Palaia and the Great Church during the reign of Valens, until that 
control shifted to the Meletian Nicene community in 381 under the newfound Nicene sympathies 
of Theodosius. Even then, however, conflict among Homoians, Anomeans and Nicenes 
simmered as John Chrysostom stepped into the priesthood under Flavian in 386 and then into the 
episcopacy of Constantinople in 397.215  
 
214For competition over these martyrs’ legacy and their cult site in Antioch, see Dayna Kalleres, “Imagining 
Martyrdom During the Theodosian Peace: John Chrysostom and the Problem of the Judaizers,” pp. 257-75 in Jakob 
Engberg, Uffe Holmsgaard Eriksen, and Anders Kolstergaard Petersen, eds., Contextualizing Early Christian 
Martyrdom (Frankfurt-am-Main: Peter Lang, 2011); Johannes Hahn, “The Veneration of the Maccabean Brothers in 
Fourth Century Antioch: Religious Competition, Martyrdom, and Innovation,” pp. 79-104 in Gabriela Signori, ed., 
Dying for the Faith, Killing for the Faith: Old Testament Faith-warriors (1 and 2 Maccabees) in Historical 
Perspective (Leiden: Brill, 2012); and Wendy Mayer and Pauline Allen, The Churches of Syrian Antioch (300-638 
CE) [Leuven: Peeters, 2012], 142-4. 
 




     In this context, the “saints’ relics played a significant role in the politics of claiming many 
religious places in fourth-century Antioch.”216 The most notable example is the relics of Babylas, 
previously associated with the Homoian community, which Meletius placed in a new church 
outside of Antioch for his Nicene congregation.217 By placing the holy relics of Babylas in this 
church, Meletius granted a legitimacy to his community, despite its location outside of the city, 
and to its doctrines, further reinforced by Chrysostom’s homiletic praise of Meletius and 
Babylas.218 John likewise rhetorically constructs the sanctity of Constantinople during his 
episcopacy there in his homily On Phocas, which concerns the arrival of the martyr’s relics in 
the city, part of the broader Christian reconfiguration of the capital in the fourth and fifth 
centuries.219  He claims that the martyr’s relics grant blessings to those present for the festival, 
whereas he condemns the “heretics”—Anomeans in this case—who irrationally misinterpret 
scripture to deny the equality of the Father and the Son. He likens the latter to corpses that are in 
need of revivification, cleansing, and forgiveness.220  
     That Chrysostom consciously labored to construct a sacred landscape is therefore not a new 
idea. Nor is it novel to say that he did the same with the bodies that populated this landscape. 
Several scholars have recognized that Chrysostom was in the business of shaping Christian 
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souls221 and molding the behavior of Christian bodies.222 Shepardson adeptly explains how John 
uses both bodies and saints to re-map Antioch,  
encourag[ing] attendance at Christian sites, hoping to modify the behavior and the very 
character of visitors to the martyrs’ tombs, making those individuals additional points of 
Christianity as they move across the landscape between the city and the extramural 
martyrs’ shrines. Through such rhetoric Chrysostom presents a map that highlights 
Christian locations but also fills the spaces in between with processions of people who 
had been (re)formed by their time with the martyrs to become individual loci of 
Christianity.223 
 
She details Chrysostom’s notion that the saints’ tombs provide benefits to visitors such that their 
reformed emotions and behavior make them “visibly Christian,” spreading Christianity—or at 
least Chrysostom’s version of an appropriate Christian lifestyle—by means of bodies.224  
     What my analysis contributes is an explication of how and why Chrysostom appeals to bodies 
as receptors of material sanctity. After all, why should anyone believe Chrysostom when he says 
that visiting the relics can alter a person’s behavior, relieve their depression, heal their illness, or 
enhance their prayers to God? It is not merely a matter of belief. Chrysostom attempts to 
convince his audience to go to the saints’ shrines instead of the pagan ones and to receive their 
benefits by deploying cultural assumptions about how bodies and visual perception function.  
Chrysostom’s discursive use of optics assures his listeners that they do not merely know and 
 
221Blake Leyerle, “The Etiology of Sorrow . . .”; Mayer, “Shaping the Sick Soul”; Mayer, “The Persistence in Late 
Antiquity of Medico-Philosophical Psychic Therapy"; Von Antonios, Johannes Chrysostomos; Falcasantos, “A 
School for the Soul.” 
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Martyrdom”; Sandwell, Religious Identity in Late Antiquity, 245-76. 
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believe with their minds that God’s power works through the saints, but that that they know with 
their minds because they perceive with their bodies the psycho-physiological effects of the 
relics’ sanctity. John does not want his audience to take his word for it; he tells them to go out 
and experience—to see—the sanctity of the relics as it strikes their eyes, enters their souls, and 
heats up their minds, thus informing them of God’s power. Drawing from medico-philosophical 
discourses that do not conceive of the mind and soul as radically distinct from the body, 
Chrysostom appeals to sensory perception and bodies as vehicles for religious experience, for 
contact with divine power. By visually experiencing the benefits of the relics, John assures his 
audience that they can know with their bodies that their God is more powerful than the pagan 





















     In this thesis, I have argued that John Chrysostom adopts optical discourse as a means of 
explaining the benefits of visual piety toward the saints’ relics. His eclectic use of technical 
concepts and terminology is pervasive, ranging from his descriptions of the material power that 
resides in holy bodies, to the ray of sight as a vehicle for physical transfer, to the embodied 
effects of seeing the remains upon both human and demonic viewers. His ultimate goal in 
deploying this perceptual discourse is to convince his audience that seeing the relics can produce 
psycho-somatic changes in them, making them more pious Christians, their bodies and behaviors 
recognizable points of sanctity across the religious landscape.  
     This analysis offers new windows into several debates, both about Chrysostom in particular 
and about ancient Christian religious experience in general. In what remains, I discuss the ways 
in which Chrysostom’s discursive use of optics sheds light on the topics of preacher-audience 
interaction, the relationship of theology and the body, and embodied knowledge.  
     The twenty-first century has seen a series of debates about how John interacted with his 
listeners and, correspondingly, how “effective” he was in shaping their beliefs and behaviors, as 
mentioned in the introduction. While I agree with Cook that John’s preaching correlates with 
ancient rhetorical models of paideia, philosophy, and exemplarity such that it does not provide an 
accurate image of his audience’s reception of his counsel, Rylaarsdam, Sandwell, and Maxwell 
have productively analyzed the ways in which John at least tries to effect certain ideas and 
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behaviors in his congregants through his rhetoric. Sandwell and Maxwell in particular have 
examined John’s efforts to change people’s praxis, to alter their habitus and Christianize their 
ritual piety, apparently a difficult task given his frequent admonition of their continued “pagan” 
practices. He urges his congregants not to take oaths, lament at funerals, celebrate the New 
Year’s festival, and maintain ritual purity standards like pagans.225 Amid such concern for 
appropriate practice, it makes sense for John to deploy optics as a vehicle for change. By 
appealing to visual piety, with which his listeners were likely already familiar from pagan 
religiosity, and to the mechanics of sight—culturally-assumed models for how the body 
functions—Chrysostom offers a readily-understood means of corporeal knowledge with only a 
slight modification: viewing saints’ relics instead of pagan cult images. John thus looks to the 
body as a practical medium for Christianization and for influencing his audience’s piety.  
     Furthermore, John’s visual discourse was a tool with which to spread his specific form of 
Nicene Christianity. Amid the trinitarian debates of the late fourth century, it is difficult to image 
that his listeners could fully understand the ins and outs of each theological option, nor does John 
want to explain them to his audience.226 Persuading Christians to adhere to a specific theological 
position can be likened to the Christianization of pagans throughout early Christianity, both of 
which are tough to explain if one considers belief and cognitive means alone. Ramsay 
MacMullen has convincingly argued that while some pagans were swayed by beliefs and 
theological exposition, the vast majority of the evidence points to miracles as the means of 
 
225Sandwell, Religious Identity, 245-76; Maxwell, Christianization and Communication, 144-68. 
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converting people to Christianity.227 That is, physical manifestations of divine power in the 
world were what people found convincing.  Chrysostom offers a similar method for spreading 
Nicene Christianity. The material displays of power through the relics controlled by Nicene 
communities, immediately perceivable with one’s own body through visual perception, 
convinced his listeners that the Nicenes were superior to other factions, as God’s favor was 
displayed through their saints.   
     A proposition about the relationship between the body and theology also runs throughout this 
thesis: that, while John used optics as a means of relating his theology of relics, optical theories 
also shaped his theology. One of the pitfalls of Miller’s otherwise illuminating work is that she 
often describes late ancient homilists’ sensory rhetoric as a means of translating theological 
abstractions into concrete, understandable terms.228 That is, she posits that preachers started with 
theological ideas and found language that enabled people to put them into practice. Not only 
does this proposition run contrary to a variety of theories of ritual, but it also fails to account for 
the way in which widespread cultural notions about visual perception could have shaped the 
homilists’ theological perspectives. Theories about the infinitude of atoms likely shaped John’s 
discourse on the undiminishing blessings of the saints, for example; controversy over whether 
perception was caused by contact between like or opposite elements molded John’s distinction 
between human and demonic visual experiences of the relics. Bodies and conceptions of how 
bodies function can thus impact theological beliefs as much as theology can affect bodies and 
 
227Ramsay MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire (A.D. 100-400) [New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1984], 17-43. 
 




practice.229 Christians grew up and lived in the Hellenized world, and John’s use of optics is one 
example of why it is important to understand not only how Christians shaped that world, but how 
its philosophy, science, and bodily practice shaped them.  
     Finally, I propose ancient theories of sense perception as an analytical tool for dealing with 
the absence of a strict mind-body dichotomy in the ancient world. As work such as that of Miller 
shows, it can be quite difficult to talk about embodied cognition and sensory imagination with 
modern language that does not easily accommodate such epistemologies. For scholars of ancient 
Christianity who utilize theories of embodiment and ritual in their research, a familiarity with 
ancient ideas of perception can move them toward deeper analysis and understanding of ancient 
Christian religious experience. Chrysostom’s festal homilies collectively offer in medico-
philosophical terms a system for knowing divine presence by perceiving it with the body, soul, 
and mind along a spectrum of material contact. Knowledge of the ancients’ more processual (and 
less dualistic) approach to perception and cognition can further the work of those who study the 
lived religiosity of late ancient Christians, giving them a conceptual and lexical toolkit that 
accords with the ontological and epistemological assumptions of ancient people.  






229As an excellent example, David Chidester, Word and Light: Seeing, Hearing, and Religious Discourse (Urbana: 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), 43-50 demonstrates that the Arian controversy can be understood in terms of 
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